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Figure 1. Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma, 1944. 


(Courtesy of the Imperial War Museums, London) 

Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia: Mountbatten conferring with Lieutenant 
General J. W. Stilwell Commander-in-Chief US Forces in China, Burma, and India. 







Figure 2. Map 1, Southeast Asia, 1943-1944 
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Figure 3. Map 2, Burma and India 
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Prologue 

A Night at the Movies: New Delhi, October 1943 

Shortly after Lord Louis Mountbatterfs arrival in índia in October 1943, 
he and General Joseph W. (“Vinegar Joe”) Stilwell went to the movies 
in New Delhi. Although they never became friends and later fell out, 
especially over Allied strategy in Southeast Asia, they were both avid 
movie buffs. (Mountbatten had a private movie theater at his Broadlands 
estate near Southampton.) “Mountbatten and his staff watched a film 
nearly every night. He was involved in filmmaking and was featured in 
several productions, including the 1945 documentary Burma Victory.” 
In his diary for October 23-29, 1943, Mountbatten wrote, “I find that 
Vinegar Joe (General Stilwell) is a movie fan like me and so we have been 
to the pictures together in Delhi.” 2 Both Stilwell and Mountbatten used 
the movies to escape the pressures of their work. 

Stilwell also recorded this event in his diary, but all he said was “Louis 
and I went to movie after dinner. Dumb show. ” 3 He did, however, write 
his wife a letter dated October 24, 1943, saying “Louis [Mountbatten] 
is a good egg.” 4 He also wrote, more ominously, “I will be happy when 
the real shooting starts: it will be a welcome relief from bickering and 
recrimination and throat cutting.” 5 Soon there would be more of the 
latter than of nights at the movies. 




Introduction 

Two Extraordinary Men 


This is the story of two extraordinary men who grew up an ocean 
apart, were thrown together by the fortunes of war during a twelve- 
month period, and never saw each other again. These two very different 
men had to work together under extremely difficult circumstances in a 
distant and difficult theater of operations in World War II, the China- 
BurmaTndia Theater (CBI). This book describes their collaboration and 
rivalry from October 1943 through October 1944. 

It is also the story of how the “special relationship” between the 
United States and Great Britain was tested in Southeast Asia. That 
“special relationship” was both strengthened and hampered by the 
personalities of the leaders involved, of whom U.S. President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt (FDR) (1882-1945) and British Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill (1874-1965) were the foremost. They and their countries shared 
a common goal of defeating the Axis, but had different national interests, 
especially postwar goals. Although a general feeling of commonality 
and shared interests between the U.S. and Britain developed during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which culminated with 
America’s entry into World War I on the side of Britain and France, 
the “special relationship” was a wartime alliance between the U.S. and 
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Britain that began in 1941 with the Atlantic Charter. It extended beyond 
the personalities of Churchill and FDR. 1 

That wartime “special relationship” grew stronger during the Cold War, 
was formalized with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 
1949, and has lasted to the present day." In his remarks to the British 
Cabinet in July 1943, Churchill spoke of establishing a “Fraternal associ- 
ation with [the] U.S.,” which was his lifelong dream, and he concluded 
with these words: “This will be the English speaking century.” 3 Upon his 
retirement as prime minister in 1955, he gave this parting advice to his 
junior ministers: “Never be separated from the Americans!” 4 

The Burma Campaign was the longest land campaign the British and 
Americans fought together in World War II. (The Battle of the Atlantic 
and the Combined Bomber Offensive against Nazi Germany were the 
two longest Anglo-American campaigns overall.) 5 While the political 
and diplomatic areas are important, the military aspect is particularly 
so, because Mountbatten and Stilwell were fighting a hard and brutal 
“forgotten” war within a world war. The Burma Campaign also marked 
the transition of the U.S. and Britain as world powers in the 1940s, with 
the U.S. becoming the dominant partner. Now, seventy-two years after 
the end of World War II, questions remain concerning the military, 
political and diplomatic aspects of Anglo-American cooperation, the 
convergences and divergences of British and American policies regarding 
the Burma Campaign, and the influence of the personalities involved. 

Anglo-American cooperation in the South East Asia Command 
(“SEAC”) 6 was hampered by personality differences between Stilwell 
and Mountbatten, among others, and by differing views over wartime 
goals and postwar plans. The U.S wanted to support Nationalist China 
in the war, not to restore the British Empire in Asia. Britain wanted to 
restore its empire, perhaps to be followed by some form of self-determi- 
nation at a later date. Stilwell agreed with America’s policy of building 
up a strong China and encouraging Asian independence movements. 
Mountbatten was basically a liberal who saw that Britain would have to 
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grant independence or at least dominion status to its Southeast Asian 
colonies. However, he was hampered by his instructions from Churchill 
and the British Chiefs of Staff, which emphasized the restoration of the 
empire after Japan’s defeat. 

Mountbatten was the Supreme Allied Commander in Southeast Asia. 
His job was to retake Burma, Malaya, and Singapore after the British 
defeats there in 1942. His victory in 1945 was the longest and greatest 
land victory by the Allies in the war against Japan. At one time as well- 
known as Stilwell, even today many people in both Britain and America 
vividly remember his assassination in by the I.R.A. in 1979 (but more so in 
Britain, due to his royal connections). Overall, Stilwell and Mountbatten 
are less well known today than the more famous American and British 
commanders in the European or Pacific theaters, such as Eisenhower, 
Patton, Montgomery, MacArthur, Nimitz, and Halsey. 

Stilwell was the American theater commander in China and the 
Chief of Staff to Chiang Kai-shek (Chiang Chung-cheng or Jiâng Jièshí) 
(1887-1975), Nationalist Chinese President and Generalissimo, from 
1942 to 1944. 7 During that period, Chiang was the third most important 
person in the Stilwell-Mountbatten relationship, which would have major 
consequences in the wartime alliance with the U.S. 

Stilwell was also Mountbatten’s Deputy Supreme Allied Commander 
at SEAC from late 1943 to late 1944. His job was to reestablish the land 
supply routes between índia and China, which had been cut by the 
Japanese when they occupied Burma in 1942. By the time he was recalled 
in late 1944, he was well on his way to accomplishing his mission, and 
the “Stilwell Road” from índia to China across northern Burma was 
opened in January 1945. 

The geography of Burma 8 was criticai to Anglo-American policy 
differences, with the United States focusing on northern Burma as the link 
between China and índia, and Great Britain focusing on Southern Burma 
and the port of Rangoon, then capital of Burma, 9 as a springboard to 
recapture Singapore. Here Stilwell the infantryman and Mountbatten the 



6 


Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma 


naval officer parted company, with the former favoring a land campaign 
and the later a sweeping amphibious assault. 

Stilwell was a colorful character. He was five-foot nine, with a slim 
figure, which later became lean and bony, and had a hard-lined, decisive 
face. He had the appearance of being physically frail, which was decep- 
tive. 10 Despite being very acerbic (he acquired his nickname “Vinegar Joe” 
from a cartoon drawn by one of his students when he was an instructor 
at the U.S. Army’s Infantry School at Fort Benning, Geórgia, in the 
1930s, and it stuck with him for the rest of his life), he initially liked 
Mountbatten when they first met in 1943 and called him “very cordial 
and friendly . . . full of enthusiasm and also of disgust with inertia and 
conservatism.” 11 However, despite that initial friendly observation, they 
were never really close and Stilwelfs Anglophobia increasingly led him 
to dislike Mountbatten by 1944. 

At the outset it is important to ask just why Stilwell was so hostile 
to the British, since that hostility came to poison his relationship with 
Mountbatten. His best biographer, the late American historian Barbara 
Tuchman, did not really answer that question, merely referring in passing 
to unpleasant experiences Stilwell had with the British in Hong Kong in 
1911 and in France in 1918 during World War I. 12 His latest biographer, 
British historian Frank McLynn, suggests that his Anglophobia was 
simply an “idiom of the time, a relic of the very strong undercurrent 
of isolationism in the USA,” and that Stilwell may have transferred his 
dislike of his parents’ formality to the British. 13 However, that explanation 
overlooks the fact that most late Victorian parents were formal, but their 
children did not all develop a dislike for the British. Whatever the reason 
for it, Stilwelfs attitude towards the British only seemed to get worse as 
the war proceeded, and his diary entries make that clear. 

Stilwelfs Anglophobia was shared by many other sênior American 
military leaders, notably General George S. Patton, Jr. (1885-1945) and 
Admirai Ernest King (1878-1956). 14 Britain, after all, had been America’s 
traditional rival up to the beginning of World War I, even though the 
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War of 1812 was the last time the U.S. and Britain had actually fought 
each other. Moreover, many of the British military leaders, such as Field 
Marshal Sir Alan “Brookie” Brooke (1883-1963), l st Viscount Alanbrooke, 
Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), General Marshalfs British 
counterpart, were just as anti-American as some Americans were anti- 
British. Both American Anglophobia and British disdain for America 
and Americans were widespread up to World War II. In that sense the 
attitudes that Stilwell and Alanbrooke held towards their respective allies 
were the rule, not the exception. 

Mountbatten was an exception: all his life he seems to have genuinely 
liked Americans. He was also a larger-than-life figure. After restoring 
morale in the British 14 th Army, dubbed the “Forgotten Army,” Mount¬ 
batten and his key general, Sir William “Bill” Slim (later Viscount Slim) 
(1891-1970), stopped the Japanese advance into índia at the battles of 
Kohima and Imphal between March and June 1944. That led to the 
Allied liberation of Burma by the summer of 1945. Meanwhile, although 
StilwelFs forces had reopened the land route from índia to China, he 
was recalled to America in October 1944 at the insistence of Chiang, and 
with at least the tacit approval of Mountbatten. Chiang believed, rightly 
or wrongly, that Stilwell was ignoring the existential threat to China 
from the Japanese in East China by focusing on securing a land route 
from índia through Burma to China. 

Mountbatten and Stilwell reflected the larger issues that both United 
and divided the United States and Britain as to how they viewed Southeast 
Asia. This book will analyze and compare StilwelFs and Mountbatten’s 
personalities and command styles within the larger context of Anglo- 
American relations in Southeast Asia during the criticai period from late 
1943 to late 1944, interweaving political, military and diplomatic history 
as it unfolded over Burma during that time. The British have usually 
focused on World War II as a “European war,” not an imperial one, and 
have only recently started looking into how and why British Asia ended 
the way it did. There have been numerous memoirs by British veterans 
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of Southeast Asia, of which Slinfs Defeat into Victory (1956) was probably 
the most notable. However, more than thirty years passed between the 
publication in 1984 of Louis Allen’s Burma: The Longest War, 1941-45 
and that in 2005 of Forgotten Armies: The Fali ofBritish Asia, 1941-1945. 
Most of the attention on Southeast Asia in Britain has been given to 
the story of the British and Allied prisoners of war (“POWs”) on the 
Thailand-Burma “Death Railway,” which was immortalized in the 1957 
movie The Bridge on the River Kwai, and more recently in the British film 
The Railway Man. (It is often forgotten that more Asian laborers died 
on the railway than did Allied POWs.) 

This focus on the plight of Allied POWs to the exclusion of almost 
anything else that happened in Southeast Asia during World War II 
was noted in an article in the magazine of the Imperial War Museum 
in 2010 15 and was also reflected in an exhibit the author attended at 
the Canadian War Museum in Ottawa in the summer of 2003, which 
portrayed the plight of Canadian prisoners who had been captured at 
Hong Kong. The sufferings of the POWs, while both heart-rending and 
important, have often overshadowed the sacrifices of the Allied soldiers, 
sailors and aircrew who fought the Japanese in Burma. On this point, 
British historian Ashley Jackson wrote that “The Second World War, 
notwithstanding the Eurocentric manner in which it is often remembered 
[in Britain], was viewed at the time as an imperial struggle, not only 
by politicians and sênior servicemen responsible for grand strategy, but 
also by ordinary people around the world.” 16 

Stilwell and Mountbatten, and the two countries they represented, 
were key players in that “imperial struggle.” Now they are distant images 
on old black-and-white newsreels and photos. Where they agreed, where 
they disagreed, and where they fought each other while fighting the 
Japanese, is a fascinating story. 



Chapter One 

Stilwell 


In the town of Carmel-by-the-Sea on the Monterey Península, two 
hours down the coast from San Francisco, near the beach where the Pacific 
surf crashes, is a two-story house in a quiet residential neighborhood 
near the famous Carmel Mission, nestled amidst pine and cypress trees. 
In front of the house there is a plaque which reads: 


Stilwell House: Home of Joseph Warren Stilwell “Vinegar Joe” 
General, U.S. Army 1883-1946 

A soldier without peer who never deviated in his absolute dedication 
to the United States of America. 

Joseph Warren Stilwell was born on March 19, 1883, in Florida, where 
his father was running a lumber business. Stilwell came from a patrician 
Northern family—his father was descended from an English colonist 
who had come to America in 1638. Although his father obtained both a 
law degree and a medicai degree, he never practiced either profession, 
preferring to be a country gentleman and then vice-president of a public 
utility. Stilwell grew up in upstate New York. Although he planned to go 
to Yale, his father encouraged (or rather, ordered) him to go to West Point, 
to give Stilwell, who had become increasingly rebellious, the discipline 



10 


Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma 


to be found there. He was able to get in through family connections with 
President William McKinley (1843-1901). 1 

During his time at West Point, Stilwell was a good student in languages, 
especially French, and he is credited with introducing basketball to the 
academy. He also participated in cross country and varsity football. He 
graduated in the Class of 1904, where he ranked thirty-second out of 124 
students. 2 Later, Stilwell taught English, French, and Spanish at West 
Point and attended the Infantry Advanced Course and the Command 
and General Staff College. In 1910 he married Winifred “Winnie” Smith 
(1889-1972). Together they would have five children. His son, Joseph 
W. Stilwell, Jr. (1912-1966), graduated in the West Point Class of 1933, 
and served with the 15 th Infantry Regiment, his fathebs old regiment, 
in Tientsin, China, in the late 1930s. He became a brigadier general and 
served in World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. 

In the summer of 1912, Stilwell and his family first visited Carmel, 
a seaside town just south of Monterey, the old Spanish and Mexican 
capital of Califórnia. Stilwell and his wife decided Carmel would be a 
nice place to live and to have a home for their retirement. However, 
due to Stilwelfs various military postings, he was not able to build his 
house there until 1934. 3 

Stilwell first visited China during the 1911 Revolution that overthrew 
the Qing (Manchu) Dynasty and created the Republic of China. He was 
stationed in the Philippines and took three months’ leave to tour Japan 
and China. 4 There he met his first British military counterparts in Hong 
Kong, which left a lasting and unfavorable impression. His biographer 
Barbara Tuchman wrote that Stilwell “admired the English drill sergeants 
who ‘for commands, appearance and results beat our average officer 
500%.”’ 5 On the other hand, Stilwell said (in what Tuchman called “the 
first statement of what was to become a historie prejudice”) that the 
English officer “is a mess. At least here in Hong Kong. Untidy, grouchy, 
sloppy, fooling around with canes, a bad example for the men.” 6 Tuchman 
noted that all his life Stilwell hated “swagger” sticks (“canes”), which 
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were carried by British officers and by some U.S. Army officers, including 
officers of the 15 th Infantry Regiment in which Stilwell served in China 
during the 1920s. 

StilwelFs dislike of the British officers in Hong Kong and their 
frequently snobbish and racist attitudes would shape his attitudes towards 
them in World War II, with unfortunate consequences for Anglo-Amer- 
ican cooperation. 

During World War I Stilwell served in France as the U.S. Army’s Fourth 
Corps intelligence officer, helped plan the St. Mihiel offensive in 1918, 
and was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal. In France Stilwell’s 
unfavorable view of British officers and the British Army that had started 
in Hong Kong in 1911 was reconfirmed. When he was assigned to a 
British division on the Western Front, he wrote that “These English are 
beyond me— most of them are so very pleasant and some of them are 
so damn snotty ... too god-damned indifferent and high and mighty to 
bother about an American officer.” 7 In contrast to his feelings for the 
British, Stilwell liked the French because he thought they were more 
polite and helpful to him as an American. Tuchman wrote “his command 
of French opened the way to cordial relations.” 8 Stilwell wrote to his wife 
that “They treated me like a long-lost brother.” 9 

During the interwar period the U.S. and Britain formed, or rather 
reinforced, their opinions of each other based on certain historie national 
views and stereotypes. According to British historian David Reynolds, 
most Americans hadan “Old World” image of Britain of “class, Crown and 
colonies” which largely came from Hollywood, while many British, also 
influenced by Hollywood, saw America as a land of cowboys, gangsters, 
bandleaders, and Hollywood movie stars. 10 Although the Americans and 
the British had fought together in World War I, the military and naval 
leaders in both countries largely went their separate ways between the 
two world wars, which further reinforced the attitudes that the U.S. and 
Britain had about each other until World War II. 
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There were exceptions, such as the Washington Naval Conference in 
1921-1922, which was designed to balance naval tonnage. This resulted 
in the “Five Power Treaty,” by which the U.S., Britain, Japan, France, 
and Italy agreed to limit their ratio of battleships and aircraft carriers 
to five each for the U.S. and Britain, three for Japan, and 1.75 each for 
France and Italy. 11 The agreement actually favored the Japanese, even 
with their lower ratio, because they could concentrate their fleet in the 
Pacific, while the U.S. had to maintain a “two-ocean navy” and Britain 
needed to maintain its naval forces around the world. Thus, Japan gained 
naval superiority in the Pacific. The Japanese only accepted the lower 
ratio in exchange for an American agreement not to fortify Guam and 
the Philippines, which the Japanese promised not to attack, a promise 
that was finally broken on December 7, 1941. 11 

The conference also replaced the Anglo-Japanese alliance with the 
“Four-Power Treaty” consisting of the U.S., Britain, Japan, and France. 13 
However, many Japanese were angry about being considered “inferior” 
vis-a-vis the U.S. and Britain due to their lower ratio. Over a decade 
later, at the London Naval Conference in 1934, Japan announced that it 
planned to terminate the treaty. At the end of 1936, the provisions of the 
treaty expired and were not renewed. 14 

Moreover, during this period the U.S. and Britain became naval competi- 
tors for a while, which strained, rather than improved, relations. Anglo- 
American historian Kathleen Burk wrote that “During the inter-war 
period, relations between Britain and the US were often fraught, partic- 
ularly during the 1920s. They were fighting for their respective positions. 
Great Britain, still the only global power although no longer financially 
pre-eminent, wished to remain the strongest... The US navy . . . wanted 
to supplant the Royal Navy.” 15 Burk also wrote that back in 1916, before 
the U.S. entered World War I, President Woodrow Wilson had said to 
Colonel Edward House, his friend and close advisor, “Let us build a navy 
bigger than hers [BritahTs] and do what we please.” 16 
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The Washington Naval Conference was actually motivated in part by 
Canadian fears that, in the event of war between the United States and 
Japan, Britain, which had been bound by treaty with Japan since 1902, 
would be forced into a war with the United States, which might then 
invade Canada. Far-fetched as that prospect seems now, many Canadians 
had not forgotten that the United States had invaded Canada twice, first 
in the Revolutionary War and then in the War of 1812. 17 

There was almost no contact between American and British military 
chiefs and sênior officers, such as Stilwell and Mountbatten, during the 
interwar years, as there has been since World War II, e.g., in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). British military historian Alistair 
Home wrote that “After nearly half a century of NATO, we all tend to 
take for granted the close proximity of American and British officers’ 
joint headquarters. But in the 1920s and 1930s, for a sênior British officer 
ever to have met his American counterpart was about as unlikely for 
either one as encountering a Martian in Piccadilly.” 18 This lack of contact 
was a major factor that added to the difficulties of the Americans and the 
British working together in Europe and in Asia during World War II— 
the sênior officers on either side of the Atlantic did not even know each 
other. However, the 1939 visit of King George VI (1895-1952) and Queen 
Elizabeth (1900-2002), who were the first British monarchs to visit the 
U.S., was a major milestone in Anglo-American relations, and was aimed 
specifically at establishing closer contact between the two countries. The 
Atlantic Conference between FDR and Churchill in 1941 was the next 
major milestone in the development of the Special Relationship. 

The interwar period was also a time of transition for the U.S. Army, 
which changed from continental defense and a small Coastal defense 
force during World War I to the modern U.S. military that emerged in 
World War II. American military historian Edward F. Coffman wrote 
about the development of the U.S. Army during that period as follows: 
“From 1898 to 1941, two momentous developments—the emergence of 
the United States as a world power and a revolution in warfare—radically 
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changed the Army... Technology precipitated the revolution in warfare. 
Tanks and trucks replaced horses and wagons, while the airplane came 
into its own, resulting in the Armored Force and the Air Force.” 19 In fact, 
despite the almost total lack of contact between American and British 
officers during this period, the 1927 visit of the U.S. Secretary of War to 
Britain, where he saw the British Experimental Mechanised Force, led to 
the formation of the first mechanized unit in the U.S. Cavalry." 0 

Stilwell himself was either stateside or in China during the 1920s and 
1930’s. After World War I, Stilwell wanted another overseas assignment 
and was sent to China because the postings in Japan—his first choice— 
were all filled. 21 StilwelFs second visit to China began his deep attachment 
to the country and its people. He was able to see it beyond the foreign 
enclaves, such as the Treaty Ports and the missionary compounds, to the 
vast, real China. He served three tours of duty in China from 1920-1939, 
where he was the U.S. Army’s first Chinese language officer after 1919, 
became fluent in Chinese, and was the military attaché at the U.S. Legation 
in Peking (then Peiping, then Beiping from 1928-1949, and now Beijing) 
from the summer of 1935 to the spring of 1939. In that role he would 
have had a good deal of contact with British officers serving as military 
attaches or colonial officers in Shanghai and other “treaty ports.” The 
“treaty ports” were Chinese cities where the British and later other 
countries could maintain their own compounds, carry on trade under a 
fixed tariff, and have extraterritorial jurisdiction, i.e., try their nationals 
under their own and not Chinese law. (Until 1943 there was even a United 
States District Court for China.) StilwelFs extensive Service in China gave 
him an unusual amount of exposure to his British counterparts, given 
Britain’s leading role among the powers there. Military attachés were 
the exception to the general lack of contact American officers had with 
their British counterparts during the interwar period, and an American 
officer stationed in China would have had at least some exposure to his 
British colleagues, in Peking or Shanghai. 
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In 1935 Stilwell wrote a short paper that expressed his own attitudes 
and prejudices about the British and their role in the world, simply titled 
“The British.” A little over two typewritten pages, it expresses what 
he did not like about British “superiority” during the interwar period 
and how they could make themselves better liked by Americans. After 
criticizing the British Empire and British arrogance, he concluded as 
follows: “If Great Britain had sense enough to send around a few people 
who were modest, had a sense of humor, and could see just a little good 
in someone else, what a hit she would make in the United States. And 
what a lot of concrete good it would do her.” 22 

Although Stilwelfs paper was written in May 1935, just before he 
returned to China as military attaché that summer, it reflects his earlier 
exposure to the British, both there and elsewhere. He obviously felt he 
knew them sufficiently well to offer such a critique. 

At the same time, we know that he shared information with his British 
counterparts in China, because Tuchman wrote that “A note from the 
British Embassy in February 1936 thanked him for ‘a most interesting 
brochure on the Chinese Communist situation.’ ” 23 His comments about 
the British seem to have been directed toward British colonial attitudes 
and not the British people. Moreover, this paper was written before the 
Battle of Britain and the Blitz in 1940-1941, which helped to change 
American perceptions of the British people, as opposed to the British 
Empire, for the better. In 1940 Britain became the heroic island that stood 
up to Hitler and the Nazis after the fali of France. 

When the Japanese invaded China in July 1937, starting the Second 
Sino-Japanese War, which later became the Pacific War and the largest 
Asian war in the twentieth century, Stilwell and other American officers 
in China witnessed Japanese brutality firsthand and were frustrated 
with the initial unwillingness of the U.S. to become actively involved 
there. During Stilwelfs last two years in Japanese-occupied Peking from 
1938-1939, he encountered the Japanese on a regular basis and wrote 
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about what he saw as their good and bad qualities. 24 (He tallied up six 
good qualities, including courage, and twenty-six bad ones!) 

After World War II began in Europe in 1939, Stilwell believed the U.S. 
would go to war with Japan in the near future and felt that the FDR 
Administration was focusing more on the war in Europe than on the war 
in China." 5 In fact, FDR was more concerned with the Nazis, whom he 
saw as a bigger threat to the U.S. than the Japanese. 

By 1939 Stilwell was stateside commanding a brigade and in July 1940 
was promoted to major general. 26 He organized and trained the 7 th Infantry 
Division at Fort Ord, near Monterey, Califórnia. During this period he 
“rapidly gained a reputation as one of the best and most aggressive 
commanders in corps and army exercises.” 27 Chiang’s biographer Jay 
Taylor, who is generally criticai of Stilwell, wrote that “By Pearl Harbor ... 
he [Stilwell] had been named the best corps leader in the U.S. Army.” 28 
Stilwell succeeded brilliantly during the summer peacetime maneuvers 
in Califórnia in 1941, which caused General Marshall, by then the U.S. 
Army’s Chief of Staff, to promote him to command the Illrd Corps . 29 (In 
the early 1930s when Stilwell was at Fort Benning, Geórgia, and Marshall 
was his commanding officer, Marshall had called him “qualified for any 
command in peace or war.” 30 ) 

Stilwell went to the top of the army list due to his drive and hard 
work (he had gone to both the Infantry School at Fort Benning and the 
Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth in the 1920s), 
but perhaps more than any other reason, because Marshall supported him 
and refused to relieve or reprimand him when he ruffled feathers, which 
he frequently did. His was one of the names in Marshalls “Black Book,” 
officers who would be promoted when war came. Still wiry and physically 
fit in his late fifties, despite having lost an eye in World War I, Stilwell 
roughed it with his men and became known as a “soldier’s general.” 

On Sunday, December 7, 1941, Stilwell was at his home in Carmel, 
hosting a party for junior officers from Fort Ord, when news came of 
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the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. He described that day vividly in 
his diary, as follows: 

Japs attack Hawaii. [Plan] Rainbow 5 in effect... Jap fleet 20 miles 
south, 10 miles out [of Monterey, which was not true], Sent 
[Major Frank] Dorn [StilwelFs personal aide, who later became 
Brigadier General Dorn, and was closer to Stilwell than anyone 
else in the Army in CBI] to [Ft.] Ord to call off show and alert 
garrison. Phoned [Colonel Thomas] Hearn [chief of staff of III 
corps, who later became Major General Hearn, chief of staff of the 
CBI Theater]... White [at Fort Ord] to send reconnaissance troop 
down High No. 1... Guam being attacked. 31 

A few days later he wrote in his diary about the total unpreparedness 
of the West Coast for defense: “We have two battalions along the coast 
... two battalions in reserve = 175 miles of coast... six tanks coming from 
Fort Ord. (The others won’t run) .... Had the Japs only known, they could 
have landed anywhere on the coast, and after our handful of ammunition 
had gone, they could have shot us like pigs in a pen.” 32 

In late December 1941 Stilwell was ordered to report to Washington, 
D.C. The late British military historian Sir John Keegan wrote the 
following poetic, poignant words: 

The call to Washington meant not only separation from his family 
but farewell to their beloved Carmel on the Monterey Peninsula, 
where he and his wife had come to settle before the First World 
War and where the headquarters of the III Corps had later been 
fixed. Its dark cypress groves and operatic crags, the Steinbeckian 
charm of the waterfront and the rag, tag and bobtail of the crowd 
which peopled it... made it an unlikely setting for a military 
headquarters. 33 

The “Europe First” or “Germany First” strategy had been adopted in 
1941. 34 After Stilwell was called to Washington, he was initially selected 
to command the Allied invasion of North África at the end of 1942. 
Instead, after rejecting other possible choices, including Lieutenant 
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General Hugh Drum (1879-1951), the U.S. Army’s sênior ranking officer, 
Marshall sent Stilwell back to Asia to command the new China-Burma- 
India (CBI) Theater. 35 

Stilwell was an old China hand, spoke the language well, and both 
Marshall and Secretary of War Henry Stimson wanted him to go there. 36 
So, old soldier that he was, in February 1942 he went off to China. In 
addition to commanding whatever American forces there would be in 
that theater, Stilwell would be Chief of Staff to Generalissimo Chiang 
Kai-shek, China’s Nationalist leader since 1925, and would also be the 
commander of the Chinese forces in Burma. Stilwell knew that China 
was militarily weak compared to the other Allied powers, a weakness 
he believed came from the Chinese tradition of winning by outlasting 
the enemy (which was similar to the Russian strategy of trading space 
for time during foreign invasions, such as on the Eastern Front after the 
German invasion in 1941 and 1942). 

This was the beginning of Stilwelfs wearing several hats, a role 
for which his old soldier’s temperament and single-minded devotion 
to a task did not particularly suit him. It was also the beginning of 
Stilwelfs contentious relationship with Chiang Kai-shek. After the 
Japanese invaded China, Chiang was seen by the Allies as a Symbol of 
China’s resistance to the Japanese. Stilwell, on the other hand, came 
to have a real loathing for Chiang. Almost the only thing they had in 
common, apart from the war against Japan, was their dislike of the 
British. Stilwelfs dislike of the British appears to have been personal, and 
based upon his earlier experiences with some of them, while Chiang’s 
was political. After all, Britain was the great western imperial power 
that had seized Hong Kong in 1841 during the Opium Wars, demanded 
and received trade concessions from China, including extraterritorial 
privileges in cities such as Shanghai, and generally humiliated the Chinese 
for over 100 years. 

Stilwell believed that Chiang’s Nationalist regime was venal and 
corrupt. While this may well have been true up to a point, Stilwell ignored 
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Chiang’s genuine military successes, including his “Northern Campaign” 
against the Communists in the late 1920s. Stilwell also bemoaned what 
he saw as Chiang’s lack of preparedness. Stilwell had criticized Chiang’s 
generalship in 1936 and wrote that “He can have no intention of doing 
a thing or else he is utterly ignorant of what it means to get ready for 
a fight with a first class power [Japan].” 37 However, that was before 
the Japanese attacked in China in 1937, when Chiang formed an uneasy 
alliance with the Communists to fight the Japanese for the duration. 
Japan did not begin all-out war until the Japan-China Incident in 1937, 
but it had already begun to take over part of China with the invasion 
of Manchuria in 1931. 

Chinese strategy in the war before Pearl Harbor fell into two periods: 
the first during 1937 and the second from 1938-1941. During the war, 
there were twenty-two major battles between China and Japan (involving 
more than 100,000 troops on both sides). 

A recent (and very pro-Chiang) American historian, Jay Taylor, put 
it this way: 

Stilwell saw Chiang Kai-shek as a cruel and unthinking dictator 
who “changed nothing” ... In Stilwell’s mind, Chiang had no 
values; no skills in government or generalship; no real interest 
in the modernization and welfare of China except to the extent 
it increased his power; no human qualities worth noting such as 
patriotism, bravery, loyalty, or a sense of duty and honor; and 
no valid intellectual or cultural interests. For Stilwell, life was 
categorical, nuances nonexistent. 38 

Taylor also wrote that Stilwell and other Americans in China were 
influenced by Edgar Snow and other writers who were sympathetic to 
the Communists, who reinforced their negative views of Chiang and the 
Nationalists both during and after the war. According to Taylor, and 
contrary to Stilwelfs belief, Chiang had actually started modernizing 
China’s armed forces and defense industry even before the Japanese 

39 

invasion. 



20 


Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma 


Part of the problem was that Stilwell and Chiang were polar opposites 
in temperament and attitude. Another recent historian, also pro-Chiang, 
said that “The general and the Generalissimo were about as different 
as it was possible to be. Stilwell wanted to build a modern, professional 
army. Chiang saw military units as chess pieces to be manipulated for 
his benefit.” 40 

However, at the same time Stilwell doubted the ability of their leaders, 
he did have confidence in the fighting ability of the Chinese soldiers 
whom he commanded in Burma after March 1942. 41 The Chinese had 
troops in Burma to stop the Japanese from taking the old Burma Road, 
which would cut off China completely. To that end at least two Chinese 
armies were in Burma. Stilwell believed that Chiang had given him 
command of the Chinese armies in Burma and he proceeded to exercise 
that command. 42 While some accepted his command, other local Chinese 
commanders believed that Stilwell’s role was merely advisory. 43 Stilwell 
would be bedeviled throughout his time in CBI because it was unclear 
how much authority he actually had over the Chinese forces that were 
at least nominally under his command. 

The late American historian Eric Larrabee wrote that, in contrast to 
Eisenhower, who was working with allies who had similar traditions, 
“Stilwell was not ... His story as theater commander is therefore one of 
continuous conflict between the unpleasant truth and a roseate distortion 
of it, and the task fell to him of pointing out the contrast.” 44 This comment 
shows how great were the contrasts between operations in the European 
theater and CBI, all of which colored Stilwell’s relations with both Chiang 
and the British after 1942. The Australian historian Alan Warren wrote 
that the British were not sure what to make of Stilwell as a general since 
he did not have any American troops under his command in Burma. 45 
A journalist described Stilwell this way: “He did not look like a General, 
but like a tramp or a character actor on the films or a dissenting parson 
or even somebody out of Alice in Wonderland.” 46 
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A sample from StilwelFs diary entry for January 24, 1942, sums up the 
rancor between the British and their Chinese “allies”: 

The British have one brigade east of Rangoon and one more on 
the way. That’s what they thought sufficient to hold Burma. And 
the SUPREME COMMANDER, Wavell, refused Chiang K’ai-shek’s 
offer of two corps. [He] didn’t want the dirty Chinese in Burma. 47 
(capitalization in original.) 

The next day he wrote, “It seems the reason Wavell refused Chinese 
help for Burma was that the British are afraid of the Burmese civil 
government. . . The Burmese hate the Chinese and the British: maybe 
they are pretty right.” 48 He was putting it mildly. A British possession 
since 1885, Burma was governed first as part of the Indian Empire, then 
separately after 1937, with limited self-government. It had a Chinese 
and an Indian merchant class, native Burmese (“Burmans”), and several 
ethnic minorities, including Shans, Kachins, and Karens, who were loyal 
to the British for a variety of reasons dating back to the British conquest 
of Burma. 49 

In 1942 U Saw, the Burmese Prime Minister, contacted Japanese agents 
after Churchill refused his request for dominion status. British Intelligence 
found out, arrested U Saw, and interned him in Uganda for the duration 
of the war. 50 Other Asian nationalists, including Subhas Chandra Bose in 
índia and Manuel Quezon in the Philippines, also made overtures to the 
Japanese before the war. However, the Philippines were already a self- 
governing U.S. Commonwealth as of 1935, and Quezon’s secret trip to 
Tokyo in 1938 was part of an unsuccessful attempt to preserve Philippine 
neutrality in the event of a war between Japan and the United States. In 
November 1941, just before Pearl Harbor, Quezon won an unprecedented 
second partial term as president of the Philippines in a landslide in the 
Philippine presidential election. After the Japanese invasion, Quezon led 
the Philippine government-in-exile in the U.S. until his death in 1944, 
just before MacArthurts famous return to the Philippines. 
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Many Burmese nationalists were trained and armed by the Japanese, 
including Aung San (1915-1947), also called “Bogyoke” (General), and his 
“Thirty Comrades,” who formed the Burmese Independence Army (BIA), 
which in 1943 became the Burma National Army (BNA) or Burma Defence 
Army (BDA). They welcomed the Japanese and fought alongside them. 51 
Even the normally anti-colonialist FDR sympathized with the British on 
this issue; he wrote to Churchill “I have never liked the Burmese [FDR 
had probably never met a Burmese in his life] and you people must have 
had a terrible time with them for the last fifty years. Thank the Ford you 
have He-Saw, We-Saw, You-Saw [sic] under lock and key.” 52 

The first half of 1942 was disastrous for the Anglo-American Allies in 
Southeast Asia and the Pacific, as the Japanese won victory after victory. 
The Philippines, Hong Kong, and the Dutch East Indies all fell to them. 
The crowning indignity to the Allies came in February 1942 with the fali 
of Singapore, which was the greatest defeat in British military history. 
It ended the myth of British military supremacy, from which they never 
fully recovered, even after their comeback in 1944 and 1945. The Japanese 
attacked the weak British forces and drove them out of Burma by May 
1942. The First Burma Campaign (December 1941-May 1942), as it came 
to be called, with the BIA fighting alongside the Japanese, was the longest 
retreat in British military history. The invasion of Burma was also one 
of the last major Japanese military successes in Asia. 

In Why the Allies Won, British historian Richard Overy wrote that 
Japanese victories, along with German victories in Europe and North 
África in the first half of 1942, made an Allied victory seem impossible, 
which is hard to understand in hindsight over seventy years later. It is 
difficult to realize today just how desperate the Allied situation looked 
at the time. As Overy wrote, “[T]he conflict was poised on a knife-edge 
in the middle years of the war. This period must surely rank as the most 
significant turning-point in the history of the modern age.” 53 
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General William “Bill” Slim (1891-1970), who led the main British 
retreat from Burma, wrote in his memoir, Defeat into Victory, how badly 
things were going for the Allies at the time: 

[T]he most distressing aspect of the whole disastrous campaign 
had been the contrast between our generalship and the enemy’s. 
The Japanese leadership was confident, bold to the point of fool- 
hardiness, and so aggressive that never for one day did they lose 
the initiative . . . Tactically we had been completely outclassed. 
The Japanese could— and did—do many things that we could not. 54 

By the time Stilwell got to Burma in March 1942, Rangoon had fallen 
(March 8) and the Allied front was collapsing. Although Stilwell personally 
led Chinese forces in a counterattack for which he was awarded the 
Distinguished Service Cross, 55 the Japanese pushed Stilwelfs Chinese 
forces past Mandalay and Myitkyina (whose airfield was crucial) and 
up toward China. They destroyed two of Chiang’s armies, along with 
its heavy equipment and his only motorized heavy artillery. 56 Most of 
these vital supplies were lost as the Chinese armies fled back into China. 
The Japanese also captured Lend Lease supplies of fuel and vehicles, 
which speeded up their advance into Burma. The Chinese Fifth Army’s 
200 th Division— China’s only mechanized unit—at first followed Stilwelfs 
orders to protect the Allied flank, but then continued its drive eastward 
and crossed the Salween River, effectively leaving the campaign. 57 The 
retreat turned into a rout in which the Chinese forces suffered heavily. 
Compared to the information available as to the Allied losses in the 
First Burma Campaign, the losses of the Chinese armies in Burma are 
unknown. 58 

The Japanese were now closing in. Stilwell and his staff made for 
Myitkyina, but the Japanese got there first. 59 His army having disin- 
tegrated after the defeat of the Chinese armies, Stilwell (who at the 
time was in poor health with jaundice, as well as being blind in his left 
eye and having a weak right eye) led a small group out of Burma into 
índia, covering 140 miles in fourteen days, reaching Imphal in northeast 
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índia on May 20. He did this without losing a single man, a remarkable 
achievement at the end of a disastrous campaign. During his march out 
of Burma he turned fifty-nine. He could have flown out of Burma himself 
(he flew out most of his staff to índia), but it was not his way to fly out 
when his men were forced to walk. 60 When he reached New Delhi, he 
said about the Allied defeat in Burma (which could also sum up all the 
Allied defeats by the Japanese after Pearl Harbor): 

In the first place, no military commander in history made a 
voluntary retreat. And there’s no such thing as a glorious retreat. 
All retreats are as ignominious as hell. I claim we got a hell of a 
beating. We got run out of Burma and it is humiliating as hell. I 
think we ought to find out what caused it, go back and retake it. 61 

This was Stilwelfs first direct report about the retreat from Burma, 
which the American newspapers reported on May 25, 1942. The Associ¬ 
ated Press dispatch reported “Still full of fight after a ‘hell of a beating’ in 
Burma and a weary march of 140 miles through wild Burmese jungles, 
Lieutenant General Joseph W. Stilwell declared today that Burma could 
be— and must be—retaken from the Japanese.” 62 

On Stilwelfs retreat and the disastrous situation he faced in Burma, 
Slim wrote, 

His difficulties were greater than mine, and he met them with 
dogged courage beyond praise, but his Chinese armies were, as 
yet, not equal to the Japanese. He was constantly on the look-out 
for an aggressive counter-stroke, but his means could not match 
his spirit. He could not enforce his orders nor could his inadequate 
staff and Communications keep touch with his troops. When he 
saw his formations disintegrate under his eyes, no man could have 
done more than and very few as much as Stilwell, by personal 
leadership and example to hold the Chinese together, but once 
the rot had set in the task was impossible. 63 

Stilwelfs and Slinfs comments reflected the serious situation the 
Allies faced in CBI in 1942. The Japanese had won the first battles of the 
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war, and when they halted that summer, the Japanese Empire was at 
its peak. At this point, the Allies were still on the defensive and had to 
wait until they had the resources and skills for going on the offensive. 
During the rest of 1942 and the first half of 1943, Stilwell spent most of 
his time planning for the next offensive in northern Burma to reopen 
the Burma Road—China’s only remaining supply route with the outside 
world, which the Japanese had cut off in 1942. To that end he and his 
fellow American officers trained Chinese troops in índia for the invasion 
of Burma. 64 In fact, Chiang demanded that three American divisions be 
sent to Burma to reopen the Burma Road. 65 

Whether Stilwell should have stayed with the retreating Chinese 
forces, which were at least nominally under his command, or flown to 
China instead of to índia, has been hotly debated ever since. The front 
was collapsing all around him and his orders were being ignored. As 
one modern historian put it, “General Stilwelfs task as commander of 
Chinese forces in Burma was badly undermined by political interference; 
his thankless role in China would have confounded the most skillful 
of diplomais.” 66 There was a parallel to General Douglas MacArthur’s 
(1880-1964) desire to return to the Philippines after being forced to retreat 
and leave his men behind at Bataan and Corregidor in March 1942, at 
the same time Stilwell was fighting in Burma. MacArthur famously said 
“I shall return!” Stilwell was far less grandiloquent than MacArthur, but 
like him, Stilwell -would return. 

In 1942, the two main U.S. goals in the Pacific and East Asia were to 
begin the first major offensive of the Pacific War at Guadalcanal, which 
resulted in the first major Japanese land defeat in the war, and to keep 
China in the war through índia. It is often forgotten that despite the 
“Germany First” or “Europe First” strategy, the U.S. did not get to Europe 
through Sicily until after defeating the Germans in North África in 1943, 
which was the first major land victory of the U.S. against Germany. 

Meanwhile, the British, having lost both Malaya and Burma, remained 
on the defensive. They had suffered two major defeats, at Singapore and 
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at Tobruk in Libya, in the first half of 1942. During the last half of 1942 
Britain punched back, winning its first major land victory of the war, 
at El Alamein in Egypt, in November. With American and Canadian aid 
Britain was also on its way to winning the criticai Battle of the Atlantic, 
which hung in the balance during most of 1942, and which was won in 
1943. 67 Britain had to keep open its lifeline to the U.S. and Canada, while 
the U.S. had to keep open its lifeline to Australia. America also wanted 
to reopen the lifeline from índia to China through North Burma. 

That reopening would become Stilwelfs obsession. 



Chapter Two 

Mountbatten 


In the City of Westminster, on the Horse Guards Parade in Whitehall, 
near No. 10 Downing Street, close to the Churchill War Rooms and the 
Churchill Museum, there is a bronze statue that was dedicated by Queen 
Elizabeth II in 1983 (and behind a small security fence since 2001). A 
tall man in a naval uniform is holding a pair of binoculars and looking 
outward with confidence. On the front of the base is inscribed, “Admirai 
of the Fleet / the Earl Mountbatten of Burma / KG PC GCB OM GCSI 
GCIE GCVO DSO FRS / 1900-1979,” and on the west side, “Chief of 
Combined Operations / 1941-1943 / Supreme Allied Commander / South 
East Asia / 1943-1946. 

The Horse Guards Parade, where the Trooping of the Colour for the 
Queen’s official birthday is held every June, was also the site of one of 
the 2012 Olympic venues in London. When the statue was dedicated, his 
eldest daughter Patricia, the Countess Mountbatten, said, “I can’t help 
thinking how much he would have enjoyed today.” 2 

In contrast to Stilwelfs relatively modest American background, the 
baby who was to become Admirai of the Fleet the Earl Mountbatten 
of Burma was born into the heart of the British monarchy at Windsor 
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Castle on June 25, 1900. He was Queen Victoria’s great-grandson and 
was known as His Serene Highness Prince Louis of Battenberg, a title he 
kept until 1917. His father, also named Prince Louis of Battenberg, was 
an admirai in the Royal Navy and was First Sea Lord at the Admiralty— 
the equivalent of the Chief of Naval Operations in the U.S. Navy—until 
October 1914, when he was forced to resign his post due to growing anti- 
German sentiment in Britain at the start of World War I. 3 Later the family 
name was changed from the German “Battenberg” to the more English 
“Mountbatten.” In 1917 the official name of the British Royal Family 
was also changed, from the German “House of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha” to 
the English “House of Windsor.” When he learned of the name change, 
Kaiser Wilhelm II (not generally known for his sense of humor), quipped 
that he was going to the Berlin Royal Opera to see a performance of “The 
Merry Wives of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.” 4 

Lord Louis, as he then became, and his older brother went to the 
Naval Cadet School at Dartmouth (the British version of Annapolis). 
During World War I he served as a midshipman and junior officer. 
After the war, he attended Cambridge, where he studied engineering. In 
1922 he married Edwina Ashley, later Countess Mountbatten of Burma 
(1901-1960), one of the richest heiresses in Britain, who later became 
famous for her humanitarian work during and after World War II. They 
had two daughters, one of whom is now the Countess Mountbatten 
of Burma. 5 In marked contrast to Stilwelfs Anglophobia, Mountbatten 
genuinely appeared to like America and Americans, starting with his first 
visit in 1922. He and Edwina honeymooned in the United States, where 
they met, among others, Jerome Kern, Douglas Fairbanks, and Charlie 
Chaplin. The American press lionized Mountbatten and his wife, since he 
was a close relation of King George V. The Washington Herald said that 
they “were both attractive ... and quite human, and natural and likable.” 6 
One of his biographers, British naval historian Richard Hough, referred to 
that trip as the beginning of “the long and ardent love affair between the 
Mountbattens and America.” 7 There is a remarkable similarity between 
the Mountbattens’ favorable treatment by the American media and 
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that given to Prince William and his wife Catherine, the Duchess of 
Cambridge, who visited Canada and the United States in 2012. 

Although Mountbatten did not work with Americans until World 
War II, this early encounter probably shaped his attitudes that would be 
essential during the war. His favorable attitude towards America (and 
Americans) was a huge contrast to the attitudes that many British had that 
time, which went from general ignorance to outright hostility. (Churchill 
was a notable exception— his mother was American.) David Reynolds 
wrote that “Conservative elements in Britain had . . . been persistently 
anxious about America as a subversive force, whether political, economic, 
or cultural.” 8 The anti-American views during this period were also 
shared by many on the British left. Mountbatten was a member of the 
British Royal Family, yet his political views were essentially democratic 
and even socialist, which often put him at odds with British policies, 
particularly in Southeast Asia during and after the war. 9 

Mountbatten earned the reputation of a playboy in his youth, especially 
due to his dashing movie star good looks, but he later showed himself to 
be a thorough professional and a good naval officer. Brave to the point of 
recklessness, Mountbatten drove both cars and destroyers at high speeds, 
with equal gusto, albeit sometimes with disastrous results. During the 
1920s and 1930s he studied electronics and the use of radio in the Navy. 
He got his first command at sea in 1934. In 1936 he was appointed to 
the Admiralty as a member of the Fleet Air Arm. When war broke out 
in 1939 he was the captain of a destroyer, and in 1940 he fought in the 
Norwegian campaign. 10 Norway was the first British defeat and retreat 
in the war. The German Kriegsmarine (War Navy) lost half its destroyer 
fleet—which later hindered Hitler s plan of invading Britain in 1940—but 
not their U-boats or their battleships. The campaign was certainly “ill- 
fated” for Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, because it was the direct 
cause of bringing down his government. 

In July 1940 Mountbatten had his two daughters evacuated to the 
U.S. when Britain was bracing for invasion after the fali of France. Not 
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only were they members of the Royal Family, but Edwina’s grandfather 
was Jewish. He carried on a lively correspondence with his daughters, 
writing “How I envy you being in New York. It is the most thrilling 
city in the world, isn’t it?” 11 In a letter written to his daughter Patricia 
on December 13, 1940, he mentioned the similarities and differences 
between the Americans and the British, saying “Don’t get too snuffy 
about the Americans . . . because it only makes one unhappy to look 
down too much on the land that is giving one hospitality. It is true that 
they are different from us, but who is to say who is the better? We like 
to think and hope we are, but what do you suppose they think? So I 
am glad that you conceal your thoughts from them.” 12 Later on, in 1943 
and 1944, Mountbatten’s generally positive regard for Americans and 
his enlightened views on colonial policy should have enabled him to 
overcome, or at least soften, StilwelFs Anglophobia and his belief that 
the “Limeys” were simply out to reestablish their empire after the war. 
In a sense, Mountbatten personified the type of Briton whom Stilwell 
had praised in his 1935 paper: “modest, had a sense of humor, and could 
see just a little good in someone else.” 13 

Mountbatten was first noticed by Churchill for his heroism when 
his ship HMS Kelly was sunk off Crete during the German invasion 
in May 1941. 14 From August to October 1941, Mountbatten made an 
inspection visit to the U.S., which was still officially neutral. It was a 
neutrality in name only: Mountbatten was supposed to take command 
of the British aircraft carrier HMS Illustrious, which was being refitted 
in the Norfolk, Virginia, navy yard. 15 In 1941 the U.S. was actually more 
of a non-belligerent than a true neutral, especially after Lend Lease was 
passed. The U.S. Navy was escorting British convoys as far as Iceland 
(which the U.S. occupied in May 1941, relieving the British garrison), 
and was fighting an undeclared naval war in the North Atlantic against 
German U-boats six months before Pearl Harbor. 16 Between April and 
December 1941, the U.S. reverted to what in the eighteenth century had 
been called “armed neutrality,” supplying Britain with war materiel and 
training British aircrews in the U.S. Mountbatten met with FDR at the 
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White House; FDR liked him from the start. 17 Mountbatten also visited 
Pearl Harbor, where he commented on the poor State of the defenses. 18 

From October 1941 to August 1943 Mountbatten was Chief of Combined 
Operations (CCO) in London, where he began the planning for D-Day, 
and was promoted by Churchill from commodore to vice-admiral. By 
the spring of 1942, ChurchilFs admiration for Mountbatten had grown 
so high that he briefly considered making him First Sea Lord. That may 
have not been a serious idea and in any case did not happen. 19 Perhaps 
Churchill saw something of himself in Mountbatten: they were very 
similar, recklessly brave, energetic men in a hurry, Churchill in politics 
and Mountbatten in the navy. Both were the younger sons of British 
aristocrats and neither would inherit their family titles. Each of them 
had to make a name for himself. 

Admirai Sir Roger Keyes (1872-1945), the hero of the 1918 Zeebrugge 
raid against German U-boat bases during World War I, and since 1940 
the first Chief of Combined Operations, wrote to Churchill that “Dickie 
Mountbatten is a splendid fellow, and a live wire with lots of drive.” 20 
Ziegler wrote that in contrast to the seventy-year old Keyes, Mountbatten 
at forty-one in 1941 “had youth, panache and, glamour.” 21 

In April 1942 General Marshall went to London to oversee the U.S. 
buildup in Britain. When Marshall met Mountbatten, he was impressed 
with his energy. Mountbatten later said Marshall was “The most important 
man in the American military machine throughout the war.” 22 When 
Marshall asked Mountbatten how army, navy, and air force personnel 
at Mountbatten’s CCO headquarters could work together, unlike in the 
U.S., where inter-service rivalry was fierce, Mountbatten said, “It’s quite 
simple, sir. They all speak English, you see... So why don’t you send over 
some soldiers and airmen and sailors and join us here at headquarters? 
And so, quite early on, we got the first integrated Allied Headquarters 
operating in London.” 23 

In May 1942, when Eisenhower first went to London (a month before 
he officially became the U.S. commander in Europe), he only knew 
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Mountbatten by reputation. At a meeting with the British Chiefs of Staff, 
after Eisenhower was asked who should lead an amphibious operation, 
he recommended Mountbatten: 

In America, I have heard much of a man who has been intensively 
studying amphibious operations for many months. I understand 
that his position is Chief of Combined Operations, and I think 
his name is Admirai Mountbatten ... I have heard that Admirai 
Mountbatten is vigorous, intelligent, and courageous, and if the 
operation is to be staged initially with British forces predominating, 
I assume he could do the job. 24 

Mountbatten was at the meeting—in fact, he was sitting across the 
table from Eisenhower, who had never met him— and Eisenhower later 
wrote that “from then on Admirai Mountbatten was my warm and firm 
friend.” 25 This warm friendship contrasted sharply with the relationship 
that developed between Mountbatten and Stilwell. 

As Chief of Combined Operations, Mountbatten planned and oversaw 
the disastrous Dieppe Raid in August 1942, which made him a contro- 
versial figure in Canada for the rest of his life, because most of the 
troops— and the casualties—in the operation were Canadian. Dieppe was 
a large-scale commando raid designed to capture and hold a port that 
could be used by the Allies in the final invasion of northwest Europe. 
Everything went wrong and almost the entire landing force was either 
killed or taken prisoner. 26 In 1973, Mountbatten tried to justify his role 
in the attack on Dieppe, telling Canadian veterans that “the successful 
landing in Normandy [D-Day] was won on the beaches of Dieppe.” 27 
This was not exactly true, as most historians have pointed out. At the 
same time, many of Dieppe’s lessons were learned and used successfully 
on D-Day two years later, including the futility of attacking a fortified 
port city. To be fair to Mountbatten, and contrary to the views of some 
Canadians and Mountbatten critics, then and now, the Dieppe Raid was 
hardly the madcap idea of one man. The Canadians had been in Britain 
since 1939 and were itching for action by 1942; the Allies wanted to stage 
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a major raid on occupied Europe when the Germans were advancing on 
Stalingrad; and Stalin had been demanding a “Second Front” since Hitler 
invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941. All of those factors contributed 
to what happened at Dieppe. David Reynolds wrote that the Canadian 
experience in Britain was carefully studied by the Americans during the 
buildup to D-Day. 28 There were more Canadian than American troops 
in Britain before mid-1943. 

Although Churchill did not explicitly say so in his war memoirs, it is 
likely that he did not want Mountbatten to suffer the same fate he had 
suffered after the disastrous Gallipoli expedition during World War I 
in 1915, which had almost destroyed his political career. On the Dieppe 
disaster and Mountbatten’s responsibility for it, Reynolds wrote that: 

Mountbatten’s failures—which were appalling—were, however 
those of a man who had been absurdly overpromoted by Churchill. 
The prime minister was desperate for action, and Mountbatten’s 
energy and verve contrasted refreshingly with the negativism of 
the sênior [British] military. 29 

One of Mountbatten’s other biographers, Sir Ian McGeoch, himself a 
retired admirai, defended Mountbatten’s actions at Dieppe as follows: 
“The decision to employ Canadian troops was political-military and not 
made by the Chief of Combined Operations.” 30 Despite Dieppe, in August 
1943 Mountbatten was appointed Supreme Allied Commander of the 
newly created South East Asia Command, for reasons that had as much 
to do with Anglo-American relations as with his own abilities. 31 

The overall British strategy in Southeast Asia in 1943 was to get back to 
Singapore by amphibious operations once they had built up their forces. 
British historian Frank McLynn wrote “Churchill’s only real interest 
in the East was Singapore, regaining which he viewed as vital for the 
prestige of the British Empire. He was broadly in favour of bypassing 
Burma, which he saw as being of advantage only to China.” 32 However, 
the overall U.S. strategy was to support China through índia, which 
required retaking at least North Burma in order to re-establish a land 
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route. The Pacific War was a U.S. theater of operations, so the British 
did not have any major focus there, although the British Pacific Fleet 
later joined with the U.S. Navy during the Battle of Okinawa in 1945. 
As a result, Southeast Asia, apart from the defense of índia, was a low 
priority for British strategy, which was focused on Europe, North África, 
and the Middle East in 1942 and into 1943. 

These different strategies were reflected in the personalities of Stilwell 
and Mountbatten. Stilwell was an old-line infantry officer who had come 
of age in the rapidly changing U.S. Army between the two world wars. 
Mountbatten came from a naval family within the Royal Family, which 
shaped his attitudes about the role of the Royal Navy and seaborne 
operations. Stilwell cared little about his appearance, while Mountbatten 
always looked smart, even when he was visiting the troops. Finally, 
Stilwell had survived the grueling retreat from Burma in 1942, and had 
been the American commander in China for a year and a half, when 
Mountbatten—the new boy—arrived on the scene in 1943. That was the 
year these two very different men began to work together in one of the 
toughest theaters of operations in World War II. 



Chapter Three 

Anglo- American Relations 

IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 


Stilwell and Mountbatten were not only different in temperament, but 
they also reflected the very different American and British ways of looking 
at the world at war. During the war, there were contradictory attitudes 
among Americans, supporting Britain against the Germans in Europe 
but often failing to understand the contribution to the British war effort 
from the Commonwealth and the Empire, especially in Southeast Asia. 
Apart from defeating the Axis powers, British and American geopolitical 
and strategic goals were very different. 

American-born historian Kathleen Burk, professor of Modern and 
Contemporary History at University College London, who specializes 
in Anglo-American relations, wrote, “The Anglo-American relation- 
ship during the war, whilst by general agreement the closest and most 
successful in history, was nevertheless bedeviled by widespread and 
apparently irradicable American suspicions of British motives.” 1 The U.S. 
did not want to fight the war to preserve the British Empire, while the 
British, especially Churchill, were fighting both to protect Britain and to 
preserve the British Empire, especially in índia and Southeast Asia. The 
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British goal was to move its colonies and overseas possessions toward 
gradual independence within the British sphere of influence, a goal 
that Mountbatten favored. (The so-called “White Dominions”—Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and South África—were all effectively indepen- 
dent after 1931.) At the same time, the U.S. was becoming the dominant 
power in the bilateral relationship, which made wartime Britam’s contri- 
butions, important as they were, increasingly secondary. Burk wrote 
that “The Second World War saw the destruction of Great Britain’s 
global predominance and the United States’ assumption of that role.” 2 
On the contrast between the material wealth of the U.S. and the growing 
weakness of Britain during the war, David Reynolds wrote that for the 
first American forces that came to Britain in 1942, “The GIs left a country 
that was growing richer. They arrived in a country that was getting 
poorer. Such was the alchemy of war.” 3 

Although FDR and Churchill agreed on most of the Allied war goals, 
what divided them were the imperial and colonial issues. FDR, like 
Woodrow Wilson, admired the British and their democratic traditions, 
but he did not like the British Empire, ostensibly because it was not based 
on the American concept of self-rule and independence, which was so 
much a part of the legacy of the American Revolution. The exception to 
this democratic belief was U.S. expansion in the Pacific and U.S. spheres 
of influence in Latin America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Ironically, many Americans who were criticai of the British 
Empire accepted U.S. expansion into the Pacific as a legitimate extension 
of America’s westward expansion. 

At a dinner in Washington in December 1941, with Churchill present, 
FDR expressed not only his own anti-imperialist attitudes, but also 
the American people’s disdain for both the British Empire and British 
Imperialism: 

You know my friend [Churchill] over there—doesn’t understand 
how our people feel about Britain and her role in the life of 
other peoples ... it’s in the American tradition, this dislike, this 
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dislike and even hatred of Britain— the Revolution you know and 
1812; and índia and the Boer War and all that. There are many 
kinds of Americans of course, but as a country, we’re opposed to 
imperialism—we can’t stomach it. 4 

The American attitude was summed up in an editorial in Life magazine 
on October 12, 1942, entitled an “Open Letter” to the “People of England.” 
It said that while there was no consensus in the U.S. on its war aims, the 
Americans agreed that “[0]ne thing we are sure we are not fighting for 
is to hold the British Empire together. We don’t like to put the matter so 
bluntly, but we don’t want you to have any illusions. If your strategists 
are planning a war to hold the British Empire together they will sooner 
or later find themselves strategizing all alone.” 5 

On November 10, 1942, Churchill made his famous speech at the 
Mansion House in London about the turning of the Allied tide in 1942, 
saying “I have not become the King’s First Minister in order to preside 
over the liquidation of the British Empire.” 6 This speech was also called 
“the end of the beginning” speech about the end of the first phase of 
World War II for the Allies and the road to victory in late 1942. Churchill 
also said, “Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the 
end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.” 7 Churchilfs statement 
of support for the British Empire was a direct rebuttal to the U.S. anti- 
colonial position that the editorial in Life had expressed. Churchilfs twin 
wartime goals were to preserve Britain and Britain’ s imperial power, to 
which he had devoted his life. The British writer, broadcaster and filrn- 
maker Jonathan Dimbleby (the son of BBC war correspondent Richard 
Dimbleby) writing in Destiny in the Desert (2012) about the North African 
campaign from 1940-1943, said that “Churchill fought the Second World 
War as much to save the global reach of the British Empire as to destroy 
Nazism.” 8 For his part, FDR thought that Britain, the U.S., the Soviet 
Union, and China would be “the four policemen” of the world after the 
war, but that Britain would not be as important a major power as it had 
been. This belief may explain why he distanced himself from Churchill on 
key issues during their later wartime conferences, from Tehran in 1943 
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to Yalta in 1945. This was another area of change that Churchill neither 
understood nor accepted, along with his general views on imperial policy. 
Britain’s status as the sênior partner, which had been strong from 1940 
to 1942, diminished after 1943. 

At the same time, FDR’s effort to distance himself from Churchill had 
as much or more to do with trying to convince Stalin that he was not 
up against United opposition from the Anglo-Americans, than with any 
conscious disregard for Britam’s postwar role. 

The differences between the U.S. and Britain over strategy and postwar 
goals did not hinder the overall cooperation between the two countries 
in Europe and the Mediterranean as much as they did in Southeast Asia. 
Eisenhower was able to work well with his British allies, (except for 
Field-Marshal Bernard Montgomery “Monty” 9 ) before and after D-Day, 
because they all shared the common goal of defeating Nazi Germany. In 
the Mediterranean, especially in Italy, the major American criticism of the 
British was that the Italian theater was a diversion from the main theater 
in northwest Europe. Another major difference in Europe was that the 
British were fighting to restore the sovereignty of the Nazi-occupied 
countries, none of which had been British colonies or possessions, as 
opposed to their regaining their Eastern Empire. 

Moreover, many Americans did not fully understand the importance 
of the British Empire and the British Dominions in the war effort. On 
the imperial and global nature of the war for the U.S. and Britain, British 
historian Ashley Jackson wrote: 

In 1939 America was not a global power in terms of military 
strength, international diplomacy, reputation and overseas pres- 
ence in the way that Britain was, despite the republic’s phenom- 
enal wealth and potential. The fact that America had risen to 
global pre-eminence by 1945, and Britain had been eclipsed, is a 
measure of the war’s impact on the world order ... Given the huge 
importance of imperial forces, resources and bases for the British 
war effort, the wartime alliance that defeated the dictators needs 
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to be better understood. The ubiquitous term “the Allies” has come 
to stand as a short-hand for Britain and America’s deservedly 
celebrated war-time partnership, with France and Rússia some- 
what uncomfortably tagged on as well. 10 

What many Americans forgot was that most of the soldiers who were 
fighting in Southeast Asia against the Japanese were neither American nor 
British: they were Chinese and Indian, African and Burmese, including 
several ethnic minorities from the hill peoples of the north. 11 The Karens 
and Kachins in North Burma strongly supported the British. The Karens 
inflicted very heavy casualties on the Japanese, while the U.S. Office 
of Strategic Services (OSS) trained and equipped the Kachin Rangers. 
Paradoxically, it was the much-maligned British Empire that provided 
most of the manpower to defeat the Japanese in Burma. The Indian Army 
was the largest single source of manpower for the British 14 th Army. 12 

In 1942, the British Cabinet hadbeen concerned about BritahTs imperial 
image, especially in the U.S. Sir Ronald Campbell (1883-1953), a British 
diplomat, said Britain needed “to educate [American] opinion on the 
real facts of our stewardship and the nature of our Empire and our 
Commonwealth.” 13 Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith (1899-1977), the British 
Governor of Burma from 1941 to 1946, was convinced the Atlantic Charter 
would mean “the end of the British Empire” 14 because it at least implied, 
along with the defeat of the Axis powers, the independence of the British 
and European colonial possessions after the war. In fact, it did not. The 
Atlantic Charter was vague as to what extent it applied to the British 
and the other colonial empires in Southeast Asia. It merely stated that 
“[The U.S and the U.K.] respect the rights of all peoples to choose the 
form of government under which they will live; and they wish to see 
sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who had been 
forcibly deprived of them.” 15 

The Atlantic Charter was proclaimed in August 1941, two years into 
the war in Europe, but before Pearl Harbor, when both Churchilfs and 
FDR’s focus was on Europe and not Asia. In many ways, it was FDR’s 
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updated version ofWilsords Fourteen Points in 1918. Churchill supported 
its main goal of destroying Nazi Germany and restoring freedom in 
Europe, but he expressed reservations about extending it to the British 
Empire. Churchill expressed especially strong reservations when his 
Deputy Prime Minister, the Labor Leader Clement Atlee, told an audience 
of West African students in London that the Atlantic Charter “applied 
to all peoples of the world.” 16 Thorne wrote that Churchill chose to 
interpret the references to the restoration of “sovereign rights and self- 
government” mainly in terms of Europe and not to what Churchill called 
the “progressive evolution of self-governing institutions” in the British 
Empire. 17 

The official British wartime policy about the importance of the British 
Empire was reflected in the 1987 British film Hope and Glory, in the scene 
where a British schoolteacher asks her class about the importance of the 
colors on the map of the world: 

Teacher: Pink, Pink. What are all the pink bits? 

Rowan (student): They’re ours, Miss. 

Teacher: Yes. The British Empire. What part of the world’s surface 
is British? 

Jennifer (student): Two-fifths, Miss. 

Teacher: Yes. Two-fifths—ours. That’s what this war is all about. Men 
are fighting and dying to save the pink bits for you ungrateful little 
twerps. 18 

The war for the U.S. and Britain was not just about defeating the 
Axis powers. Different British and American postwar goals changed the 
global power structure that was to last until the end of the Cold War. 
Britain had been the great power of the nineteenth century, just as the 
U.S. became the great power of the twentieth century. That was the new 
reality that FDR realized before his death in 1945, but which Churchill 
tried to ignore or resist well into the 1950s. 



Anglo-American Relations in Southeast Asia 


41 


During the 1943 Cairo Conference, John Paton Davies, Jr. (1908-1999), 
a U.S. State Department Officer and StilwelFs chief political advisor 
in China, wrote to Clarence Gauss (1887-1960), the U.S. ambassador to 
China, that U.S. and British war aims in the Far East and Southeast Asia 
were fundamentally different: “The British will wish to throw their main 
weight southward for the repossession of colonial empire. Our main 
interest in Asia will lie to the East from whence can strike directly and 
in coordination with other American offensives against Japan’s new 
Empire.” 19 

The following year, in a memorandum titled “American Policy in 
Asia,” Davies wrote: 

The British Empire in Asia and its Dutch satellite system cannot 
survive because the people in the United Kingdom, Mr. Churchill 
notwithstanding, have lost their will to empire and because the 
historical dynamics of nationalism throughout Asia will sooner 
or later bring about the downfall of colonial imperialism. . . 
Temporarily the British imperial system may be regarded as a 
stabilizing influence in Asia. We shall, therefore, not now wish to 
take positive action which would weaken it. On the other hand, 
we must avoid steps which will commit us to the maintenance 
of British imperialism in Asia. 20 

Davies also wrote a memorandum for Secretary of State Cordell Hull 
(1871-1955), saying in part that “General StilwelFs mission is to open 
through North Burma a land route ... into China. For reasons of political 
policy the British have consistently obstructed the opening of a land route 
across North Burma.” 21 According to Davies, the British were also afraid 
that American influence meant Chinese influence. On November 15, 
1943, he wrote in a memorandum titled “Anglo-American Cooperation 
in East Asia” as follows: “American impatience to assume the offensive in 
Burma is vexatious to the British. This is due primarily to their realization 
that American plans call for the use of Chinese troops. The British are 
frankly afraid that the Chinese will retain or claim any section of Burma 
which they recapture.” 22 
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In his book, Dragon by the Tail, Davies described the Stilwell-Mount- 
batten relationship and the different strategic goals in SEAC and CBI as 
follows: “While Stilwell made private fun of Mountbatten’s lordly station 
in life and his splendid tailoring, this was no more than traditional repub- 
lican parochialism. What did incense Stilwell was something for which 
Lord Louis was not, fundamentally, responsible. That was Churchiirs 
strategy of bypassing Burma, to which SACSEA [Mountbatten] was 
bound.” 23 For his part, Mountbatten noted in his diary in May 1944 that 
he had hosted a small luncheon party which included Davies, “whom 
my spies tell me is reputed to have been responsible for the notorious 
article in Time saying that Stilwell and I had had a disagreement.” 24 
Mountbatten’s biographer Philip Ziegler, who also edited his diary, noted 
after that entry that “Davies was energetically opposed to imperialism 
and fueled Stilwelfs suspicions that the main object of British policy 
was to restore the British Empire.” 25 

According to American historian E. Bruce Reynolds, “[W]hile Stilwell 
had been initially impressed with Mountbatten, the Admirai subsequently 
had enraged him by supporting Churchill in focusing SEAC’s efforts on 
an amphibious invasion of Sumatra instead of Stilwell’ s cherished ground 
campaign in Burma to open up an overland supply route to China.” 26 
Stilwell put it this way in a hand-written entry in his “Black Book,” or 
secret diary: “The ‘feud’ between Louis and me is the really the conflict of 
Br. and U.S. policy. That’s all. And when I stand up, I am non-cooperative, 
and my own people smack me down.” 27 

The differences in Anglo-American strategic aims in Burma were noted 
in a letter from Major Fred Eldridge, U.S. public relations officer for the 
India-Burma sector, to the deputy director of the Army’s Bureau of Public 
Relations. He wrote in part: “To go back into history again, there has 
always been a clash of national policy on this question of support of the 
Chinese. The United States has been committed to that support while the 
British have been against it. 28 At the heart of Anglo-American differences 
were differing views over the role of China. The main U.S. postwar goal 
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in East Asia was to have a sphere of military, political, and economic 
influence, with a strong China. 29 The overall American postwar regional 
goal was for a stable, non-communist Asia, composed of independent 
States (as opposed to colonial possessions). American leaders believed 
China to be essential to fill the role formerly held by Japan, not through 
military conquest, but rather through commercial and cultural influence. 

British and American public relations officers also fought their own 
war over who would get the credit for defeating the Japanese in Burma. 
On March 19, 1944, Eldridge wrote a memorandum to Stilwell describing 
a conversation with Charles Eade, Mountbatten’s political and press 
advisor, who was also the “Personal Representative of the Prime Minister.” 

He agreed this North Burma ciam bake is a one-man show and 
that man is Stilwell ... I told him that we were not being petty 
about these things but, what with the clash of national policies out 
here, the British had always been either against this operation or 
only passively cooperative ... He then discussed the differences in 
national policies of Britain and America and confirmed practically 
all of the things you and I have talked about and John Davies 
has told me. 30 

Eldridge also noted that Eade had told him, in effect, that “We recognize 
that our two governments differ as to policy out here, but let’s get along 
as best we can in spite of that.” 31 

The different strategies of the war in Burma were also discussed by 
correspondent Hanson W. Baldwin in a New York Times article in April 
1944, as follows: 

The British Empire, the United States and China are trying to 
work in harness in the Burma campaign, with increasing but, 
so far, with distinctly limited success. One of the fundamental 
problems concerns the attitude of Britain and the United States 
toward China ... A patronizing attitude on the part of some of 
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the British in índia toward the Chinese, an attitude that too often 
characterizes the British colonial system. 3 " 

In Richer by Asia, journalist and former OSS officer Edmond Taylor 
(1908-1993) also expressed the American view of CBI’s objectives, as 
follows: 

In the American strategic view Southeast Asia was a minor theater 
of war where no decisive result could be accomplished while China 
was relatively important . . .The British discounted the Chinese 
army as a major factor and wanted the greatest possible amount 
of American help to strike a blow at the pivot of Japanese military 
power in the theater—Singapore. 

[Cjontrary to a widespread belief in the theater there was no 
personal animosity between him [Stilwell] and his nominal 
chief, Lord Louis. Yet the characters and viewpoints of these 
two men both expressed and determined to some degree the 
pattern of Anglo-American misunderstanding in the theater... His 
[Mountbatten 1 s] goal was to restore the white man’s prestige in 
Asia, the foundation-stone of the empire, and to achieve it he had 
to use the blunted and discredited tools of empire. Stilwelfs point 
of view was almost exactly the opposite. He did not believe in 
the goal of empire and he did not believe that the British military 
forces in Southeast Asia, impregnated with the toxins of decaying 
imperialism, were capable of achieving the kind of spectacular 
military success which might restore the white man’s prestige. I 
do not think he particularly desired the restoration of the white 

, . 33 

man s prestige. 

Besides dealing with the Americans, Mountbatten had to contend with 
his own people who believed the British Empire in Asia would go back 
to where it had left oflf in 1941. 34 Like most Americans, but unlike many 
Britons, he knew it could not. After Rangoon had been retaken in May 
1945, Mountbatten told British officials in Burma who said he was too 
“soft” on the Burmese that “ [M]y policy would make them wish to remain 
a member of the British Commonwealth once they had Dominion Status, 
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but that their [the British officials’] policy would ensure that they voted 
themselves out of the British Empire the moment they were given the 
chance.” 35 That is just what happened when Burma became independent 
in 1948. Mountbatten was a royalist, but he was also a realist, who knew 
that later victories could not overcome the psychological effect of British 
defeats in 1942, especially the loss of Singapore. 

Mountbatten was often more American than British in his attitudes, 
as this passage from Ronald H. Spector’s In the Ruins of Empire: The 
Japanese Surrender and the Battlefor Postwar Asia, illustrates: 

Beneath Mountbatten’s charm and flamboyance was an unsenti- 
mental realism. The supreme commander saw more clearly than 
most of the British ruling class, more clearly than most of his 
own subordinates, that the world before Pearl Harbor and the 
fali of Singapore was gone forever. His Southeast Asia Command 
(SEAC) could not restore the old colonial empires, even if it had 
the forces to try. 36 

In The Road Past Mandalay, Lieutenant-Colonel John Masters of the 
Indian Army (1914-1983) gave the British perspective on SEAC and CBI, 
where he wrote about his admiration for Mountbatten and his dislike of 
Stilwell, in contrast to the attitude of many American observers: 

Lord Louis Mountbatten was popular, capable and shrewd. He 
exuded confidence and charm, and his reputation as a fighting 
sailor, who had had numerous ships shot from under him, did 
him no harm either ... Stilwell was an unmitigated disaster for 
inter-Allied relations ... He had an extraordinarily difficult task as 
President RoosevelPs military representative in China, ... In his 
dealings with America’s other principal ally, though—Great Britain 
—he was animated chiefly by a desire to “burn up the Limeys” ... 
With Slim he got on comparatively well, and Slim liked him. 37 

These debates reflected the different strategic and geopolitical aims of 
America and Britain. Although, as Thorne put it, “Mountbatten himself 
worked hard to bring about inter-allied harmony,” 38 all the good will 
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in the world could not erase the basic differences between Britain and 
America over policy in Southeast Asia. 



Chapter Four 

The Creation of SEAC 


During 1943 the Anglo-American Allies built up their forces for the 
campaigns in Europe, the Pacific, and in CBI. From mid-1942 to early 
1943, the Allies had defeated the Axis Powers at Midway, Guadalcanal, 
El Alamein, and Stalingrad, turning the tide of the war in the Pacific, 
North África, and Europe. At this point, the U.S. was becoming the major 
Western Allied nation upon which the war depended, both financially 
and militarily. 

During the first half of 1943, CBI was a theater in stalemate after the 
Allied defeat in 1942. In December 1942, the British Eastern Army had 
fought its first offensive on the Arakan Peninsula (in Rakhine State), but 
it was pushed back by the Japanese in March 1943. The British were still 
learning to fight jungle warfare, as the famous “Chindits” under Brigadier 
General Orde Wingate (1903-1944), a brilliant tactician but an eccentric 
and erratic personality, demonstrated when they conducted a long-range 
raid into Burma between February and May 1943. Although the Chindits 
took heavy losses, they did prove that the British could beat the Japanese 
in jungle warfare, just as the Americans learned to fight jungle warfare in 
the Pacific. The British at this stage did not have an overall plan to retake 
Burma, especially when they were stretched elsewhere. Although General 
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Archibald Wavell (1883-1950) was the Commander-in-Chief, índia, and 
later the Viceroy of índia, there was no overall commander in Southeast 
Asia during the first half of 1943. This lack of overall command in Asia 
contrasted unfavorably with the situation in the Pacific Theater, where 
General Douglas MacArthur and Admirai Chester Nimitz (1885-1966) 
were the two supreme commanders, in what were American theaters 
with Australian support (along with New Zealand army units until later 
in Pacific War). In Europe, General Eisenhower, who became Supreme 
Allied Commander in December 1943, was in charge of U.S. forces in 
Britain and was already planning D-Day while he commanded the U.S. 
forces in North África and later in Sicily and Italy. 

Eisenhower, unlike Stilwell, liked the British, even if he did not always 
agree with them on strategy. 1 Also unlike Stilwell, Eisenhower was a 
natural diplomat who had the benefit of a clearly defined organizational 
structure between American and British forces in Europe. The Eisenhower 
model from 1942 onward was that of running an inter-allied command that 
could successfully conduct Anglo-American operations. Eisenhower’s 
command became the model of how the supreme command could be 
organized effectively and was the model of command that would shape 
how the war in Southeast Asia would be waged after 1943. For Churchill 
and the British, the Atlantic, Europe and North África were the main 
theaters of operation, not CBI. Also, FDR and Churchill had similar goals 
in those other theaters, unlike CBI, which was not considered as important 
as the others. Despite the British defeats in 1942, there was as yet no 
burning urge on the part of the Allies to launch a major offensive there. 

Stilwell, however, was determined to regain northern Burma as the 
way to reopen the link with China. In 1943 the first major goal of the U.S. 
mission there was to defend the air routes to China (a hazardous, 500- 
mile flight over rugged mountains, known simply as “the Hump”) before 
establishing a land route to China. However, at the beginning of 1943, 
Stilwell did not have the resources for carrying out any major operations. 
In early 1943 his Chinese forces were being trained in índia, but they 
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had not seen any major action since 1942. Although CBI as a theater was 
only a year old, it was already apparent that a single command structure 
could not successfully conduct the war there, since China and India- 
Burma were really two separate theaters. CBI was also the farthest U.S. 
theater of war from the American mainland. Supplies from America had 
to go around either Australia or África, which took two months, with 
the distances up to 12,000-14,000 miles. 2 

A new plan was needed to end the stalemate in CBI, with a more 
organized command structure, providing resources and rebuilding morale, 
especially for the British forces there. The first major plan for Allied 
strategy in CBI was formulated at the meeting of the Chiefs of Staff 
Committee, índia Command, American-British Conference, in Delhi in 
February 1943. There Wavell and Stilwell outlined the plan for the Allied 
offensive in Burma for the end of 1943, as follows: 

Re-conquest of Burma—Winter 1943/44 Outline of Operations 

General Conception of Operations—Upper Burma-Lower Burma 

The timetable for operations is: 

(a) November 1943— Advance into Upper Burma [which did not happen 
until late 1944] 

(b) December 1943—Operations on Arakan Coast including capture 
of Bassein 

(c) January 1944—Attack on Rangoon [which did not happen until 
May 1945] 3 

This plan was also based on the Allied war effort in índia, which 
had three components: (1) The British sought to defend índia against a 
Japanese invasion; (2) The Americans wanted to use índia as a supply 
base for the air route to China; and (3) Both the British and the Americans 
wanted to use índia as the launching point for the liberation of Burma. 

The other major Allied conference that specifically included a discussion 
of CBI was the Third Washington Conference (TRIDENT) between FDR, 
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Churchill, and the Allied Chiefs of Staff in May 1943. They finalized 
the plans for the Italian Campaign, the bombing campaign against Nazi 
Germany, and the Pacific War. They agreed the U.S. and Britain would 
coordinate their land and air forces, which had been under separate 
command. They decided “not to attempt the re-conquest of all Burma in 
the near future but rather to reoccupy North Burma only.” 4 The Allied 
Chiefs of Staff also made the following proposals to Chiang on future 
operations in CBI: (a) Intensifying air operations against the Japanese 
in Burma; (b) Maintaining increased American Air Forces in China; (c) 
Maintaining the flow of airborne supplies to China; (d) Securing naval 
command of the Bay of Bengal; and (e) Relieving the siege of China, 
which did not happen until the completion of the Ledo Road (also called 
the Stilwell Road) in 1945 5 

Stilwell was in Washington for TRIDENT. As usual, he was very 
unhappy at what he saw as ChurchilFs lack of interest in the Pacific 
(which he and the British saw as a distraction from the war in Europe) 
and his undue influence over FDR. “The Limeys are not interested in 
the war in the Pacific, and with the President hypnotized they are 
sitting pretty.” “Roosevelt wouldn’t let me speak my piece. I interrupted 
twice, but Churchill kept pulling away from the subject, and it was 
impossible.” 6 Stilwell, never good at keeping his feelings to himself, 
made an unfavorable impression on ChurchilFs personal physician, Lord 
Moran (1882-1977), who later made the following remark in his memoirs: 
“I sat next to General Stilwell, a sour, dried-up little man whom they call 
Vinegar Joe. He complained bitterly that Winston wasn’t interested in 
the Pacific . . . He is pretty criticai of the British.” 7 

The next major decisions on CBI came at the First Quebec Conference 
(QUADRANT) between FDR, Churchill, and Canadian Prime Minister 
Mackenzie King, in August 1943. There they agreed to launch D-Day in 
1944, build up the U.S. forces in Britain, increase the bombing campaign 
against Germany, advance the Italian Campaign, and coordinate nuclear 
research between the U.S. and Britain. QUADRANT also reaffirmed the 
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basic mission of U.S. forces in CBI as follows: (1) Keep China in the war; 
(2) intensify operations against the Japanese; and (3) maintain increased 
U.S. and Chinese Air Forces in China. 

Finally, QUADRANT set up a new command structure to be called South 
East Asia Command (SEAC) to better coordinate offensive operations 
against Japan. The purpose of SEAC was as follows: “The vigorous and 
effective prosecution of large scale operations against Japan in South 
East Asia, and the rapid deployment of the air route through Burma to 
China.” SEAC’s authority would cover Burma, Malaya, Sumatra, Ceylon, 
and Thailand. 8 China was expressly excluded. 

The last major decision was who was going to command SEAC. 
Churchill decided that Mountbatten, despite the fiasco at Dieppe in 
1942, was ideal to lead this new command because of his experience in 
combined operations and his perceived ability to work with Americans. 9 
According to McLynn, Churchill saw Mountbatten as “the one British 
officer who could get on easily with Americans. . . .” 10 Adrian Smith 
discusses Mountbatten’s appointment to command SEAC in great detail 
in the last chapter of Mountbatten: Apprentice War Lord, writing that 
“[Fjrom the White House down he had both administration and military 
on board.” 11 

On August 22, 1943, Churchill telegraphed the news of Mountbatten’s 
selection at Quebec to Clement Atlee, the British Deputy Prime Minister, 
as follows: 

1. The President and General Marshall are very keen on Mountbatten’s 
appointment, which it is certain the United States Government will 
cordially accept. Our Chiefs of Staff concur. There is no doubt of the need 
for a young and vigorous mind in this lethargic and stagnant Indian scene. 

2. We have also cleared up to our satisfaction the difficulties about the 
Southeast Asia Command. Broad strategic plans and major assignments of 
forces and supplies will be decided by the Combined Chiefs of Staff subject 
to the approval of their respective Governments. But all operational 
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control will be vested in the British Chiefs of Staff acting under His 
Majesty’s Government, and all orders will go through them. 12 

Churchill wanted to reassure Atlee both that Mountbatten would be a 
British Supreme Commander and that he would take his orders from the 
British Chiefs of Staff in London and would not be subordinate either 
to the Americans in CBI or to overall U.S. policy in East Asia. In other 
words, the young, impetuous, and possibly pro-American Mountbatten 
would not have total control. 

The SEAC command structure was designed to unify the theater of 
operations in Southeast Asia in a way that the CBI structure had been 
unable to do. However, this structure also created its own problems, 
especially by 1944. Mountbatten was in Southeast Asia to achieve the 
British objectives, especially the grand design of retaking Singapore in 
a seaborne assault, while Stilwell was there to achieve the U.S. goals, 
especially that of keeping China supplied by land through índia in the 
war against Japan. 

Mountbatten made his objective clear in a lecture to the Royal United 
Service Institution in London on October 9, 1946, shortly after his return 
from SEAC, when he said, “I should like to stress that my object in 
South-East Asia was always to recapture Singapore before the Japanese 
were forced to surrender.” 13 (italics supplied) The “before” is significant 
because the British wanted to return to Singapore on their own, and not 
after America had defeated the Japanese. 

Mountbatten never said so, but his desire for amphibious operations 
in SEAC may also have reflected his desire to wipe out of the memory 
of Dieppe. 

The conference outlined the following organization and responsibilities 
for SEAC: 

(a) The Command and the Staff to be a combined British and American 
one, on the lines of the North African Command [i.e., Eisenhowehs 
command]; 
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(b) The Supreme Commander to be British with an American Deputy. 
He should have under him Naval, Army, and Air Commanders-in- 
Chief, and also a Principal Administrative Officer to coordinate the 
administrative planning of all three Services and of the Allied forces; 

(c) The Deputy Supreme Allied Commander and the Commanders 
of the three Services mentioned above, acting under the orders of the 
Supreme Allied Commander, to control all operations and have under 
their command such naval, military and air forces as might be assigned 
to the South-East Asia theater from time to time. 14 

Although this predated Eisenhower becoming Supreme Allied 
Commander in Europe in 1944, Eisenhower’s North African Command 
was by 1943 the model of how to run an Allied command, with the 
“supreme commander” as the chairman of the committee. The American 
journalist Edmond Taylor, who served on the SEAC staff and so could 
observe what was going on first-hand, referred to “[T]he Southeast 
Asia Command, an integrated inter-Allied general staff, modeled after 
Eisenhower’s but with the emphasis reversed—that is to say, with a 
British head and an American deputy at each staff levei. . .” 15 The other 
model was the MacArthur model in the Southwest Pacific, with one 
person being in almost total command. 16 

Mountbatten wanted to emulate Eisenhower, but Churchill wanted 
him to adopt the MacArthur model. 17 In fact, he became a little of both, 
with consequences down the line for himself and his other commanders, 
especially Stilwell. At a meeting on New Year’s Day, 1944, Mountbatten 
told Stilwell “I should like to place on record that I am the Supreme 
Commander out here and that what I say goes.” At which Stilwell laughed 
and replied, “We none of us dispute that.” 18 

The American Joint Chiefs welcomed Mountbatten’s appointment, 
while the British Chiefs were less enthusiastic, because they viewed 
Mountbatten as a royal upstart who had been over-promoted by 
Churchill. 19 According to British historian Max Hastings, “Mountbatten’s 
many critics, who included Britakfs Service chiefs, regarded him as a 
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poseur with a streak of vulgarity, promoted far beyond his talents on 
the strength of fluency, film-star good looks, and his relationship to the 
royal family.” 20 However, Hastings added that he “possessed two virtues 
which justified his appointment. First, he was a considerable diplomat. 
He liked Americans, as so many British officers did not, and had a sincere 
respect for Asians and their aspirations. And the glamour of his presence, 
in a theatre where so many British soldiers felt neglected by their own 
nation, did wonders for morale.” 21 

The First Sea Lord, Admirai Sir Dudley Pound (1877-1943), damned the 
appointment with faint praise, saying that Mountbatten was “as likely 
to make a success of the job as any junior officer.” 22 Field Marshal Sir 
Alan Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, said “What he lacked in 
experience he made up in self-confidence. He had boundless energy and 
drive, but would require a steadying influence in the nature of a very 
carefully selected Chief of Staff.” 23 Like FDR, Brooke knew that “Dickie” 
Mountbatten was at heart an “impulsive kid.” 

In his book on SEAC after World War II, Australian historian Peter 
Dennis summed up how Mountbatten was received when he was made 
Supreme Commander: 

The choice of Mountbatten as Supreme Allied Commander in 
SEAC was initially welcomed by the Americans, who saw in his 
energy and youth some chance of reversing the sorry British 
record in Malaya, Singapore and Burma. But it did not take long 
before Mountbatten’s appointment was dismissed as a public 
relations exercise. Stilwell spoke contemptuously of him as the 
“glamour boy”, and SEAC became known to some Americans as 
“Save England’s Asian Colonies.” 24 

On the larger importance of SEAC in Mountbatten’s life and career, 
British historian and Mountbatten’s latest biographer Adrian Smith 
wrote that: 

From the autumn of 1943 Mountbatten found himself a pro-consul, 
charged with hurling the barbarians back and reclaiming the 
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territories of a great yet fading empire. A trusted general [Slim] 
rebuilt the legions and recaptured the eagles, but final victory relied 
upon the military might of a new and increasingly assertive ally 
—an emergent imperial power still stubbornly refusing to accept 
itself as such... Providentially, SEAC offered him a rare opportunity 
to display great leadership; in even the fiercest conflagration 
theatre commanders are few and far between. Many of course had 
their doubts. Mountbatten had served a 30-year apprenticeship. 25 

The SEAC command structure created endless problems, especially 
for Stilwell, who held a number of positions simultaneously. He was all 
of the following: Chief of Staff to Chiang; U.S. military representative to 
China; Commanding General, U.S. Forces, CBI; Deputy Supreme Allied 
Commander, Southeast Asia; and U.S. Lend-Lease Administrator. Unlike 
Eisenhower, who reported directly to General Marshall and then to FDR, 
Stilwell reported to Chiang, Marshall, and Mountbatten, all at the same 
time, depending upon which hat he was wearing at the time. 26 

Another potential cause of problems was índia, which was not included 
within the boundaries of SEAC. This would result in some interesting 
chain-of-command issues, as the official U.S.A.A.F History of World War 
II noted: “Although SEAC did not include índia, the major part of its 
assigned forces would have to be based there. Mountbatten’s command 
did not include the large Indian Army.” 27 It was ironic that the largest 
Allied force in índia, the huge, multicultural Indian Army, pride of the 
British Raj, was not under Mountbatten’s command, but under that of 
the Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army. Both the Viceroy of índia, 
Lord Wavell (after 1943), and the Commander-in-Chief of the Indian 
Army, General Auchinleck, were veteran combat soldiers—like Stilwell— 
with far more experience than had Mountbatten. 

Although Churchill was interested in the Allied operations in CBI, 
he did not consider them as important as Europe in the larger context 
of the war in 1943. He wanted to keep and restore Britakfs Indian and 
Southeast Asian Empire after the war, but he had no recent first-hand 
knowledge of conditions there. He had not visited índia since the 1890s, 
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when he was a young officer and war correspondent, and he had never 
been to either Burma or Singapore. índia, or the Indian Empire, was an 
empire within the British Empire from 1858-1947. The only connection 
Churchill had with Burma was that his father, Lord Randolph Churchill, 
had annexed Burma into the Indian Empire when he was Secretary of 
State for índia in the 1880s. 

In his memoirs Churchill stated his criticisms of the Allied strategy 
in CBI, as follows: 

We of course wanted to recapture Burma, but we did not want to 
have to do it by land advances from slender Communications and 
across the most forbidding fighting country imaginable. The south 
of Burma, with its port of Rangoon, was far more valuable than 
the north. But all of it was remote from Japan, and for our forces 
to become side-tracked and entangled there would deny us our 
rightful share in a Far Eastern victory. I wished, on the contrary, to 
contain the Japanese in Burma, and break into or through the great 
arc of islands forming the outer fringe of the Dutch East Indies. Our 
whole British-Indian Imperial Front would thus advance across 
the Bay of Bengal into close contact with the enemy, by using 
amphibious power at every stage. 28 [italics supplied] 

Churchill also expressed dismay that the Americans were focusing so 
much on China when the British focus was on Malaya and Singapore. He 
believed the American focus on the land route to China was a diversion. 
Churchill and the British never had the same feelings for China as did 
FDR, Stilwell, and the American public in general during the 1930s and 
throughout World War II. Veneration of China had become almost a 
religion among many Americans, fueled by the novels of Pearl Buck, two 
of which were made into popular films; 29 magazines such as Time and 
Life; Protestant and Catholic missionary societies; the China Lobby; and 
the “China Clipper” flying boats across the Pacific from San Francisco 
to Hong Kong after 193 5, 30 which recalled the historie trading link so 
dear to FDR. From 1939-1944, the Clippers took oflf from Treasure Island 
in San Francisco Bay, which was the site of the 1939-1940 WorkTs Fair, 
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the Golden Gate International Exposition (GGIE), and then a U.S. Navy 
base from 1941-1997. Ironically, the pre-Pearl Harbor theme of the Fair 
was “Pageant of the Pacific” and “Pacific unity.” In fact, the Japanese 
pavilion, complete with gardens and a Japanese restaurant, which was a 
propaganda exercise by Japan, was the largest of the Pacific and foreign 
pavilions at the Fair. The local Chinese community represented China 
at the Fair, because the Chinese government could not participate due 
to the war with Japan. 

At the same time, Churchilfs dismissal of the U.S. China policy as a 
peripheral diversion was ironic because, in both world wars, Churchill 
wanted to win the war through the backdoor in Europe and the Mediter- 
ranean. At heart, perhaps the best explanation for ChurchilPs aversion to 
a strong China policy was his belief that a strong China would threaten 
British commercial interests in the Far East after Japan \s defeat. Hong 
Kong was the most obvious concern, since Britain had occupied it during 
the Opium Wars and China wanted it back. 

In 1946 Mountbatten wrote that although Hong Kong was “logically 
and obviously part of SEAC” it was not included under his control because 
the British Admiralty “wanted it as a base for the British Pacific Fleet.” He 
also wrote that “All the richer Chinese, including the Government itself, 
are most anxious that Hong Kong should remain British.” Ironically, the 
British remained in Hong Kong until 1997. 31 

Churchill also criticized a campaign that centered on the relief of 
China, in the foliowing words: 

Certainly we favoured keeping China in the war and operating 
air forces from her territory, but a sense of proportion and the 
study of alternatives were needed. I disliked intensely the prospect 
of a large-scale campaign in Northern Burma. One could not 
choose a worse place for fighting the Japanese. Making a road 
from Fedo to China was also an immense, laborious task, unlikely 
to be finished until the need for it had passed. Even if it were 
done in time to replenish the Chinese armies while they were still 



58 


Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma 


engaged, it would make little difference to their fighting capacity. 
The need to strengthen the American air bases in China would 
also, in our view, diminish as Allied advances in the Pacific and 
from Australia gained us airfields closer to Japan. [Which is what 
actually happened in 1944] 32 

This statement also reflected ChurchilFs view that China would not 
play as important a role in the war as the Americans wanted it to do in 
1943. Events may well have proved him to be correct. 

British historian Christopher Thorne wrote that “[T]he question of 
China’s potential role in the war continued in 1943 to create considerable 
strain between the British and Americans over Southeast Asia.” 33 British 
historian Philip Ziegler, Mountbatten’s official biographer, wrote that 
“Mountbatten’s responsibilities were to defend índia, to drive the Japanese 
from Burma, Malaya and the rest of South-East Asia and to reopen 
land Communications with China across the north of Burma.” 34 When 
Mountbatten became Supreme Commander, CBI was still stalemated, 
but the British forces, after a year of defeat and reorganization, were on 
their way to becoming the fighting force that would eventually defeat 
the Japanese in Burma. 

The timetable for the Allied offensive during the coming “dry” season 
(i.e., not the monsoon season) was outlined in a series of conferences 
between August and November 1943. The purpose of the coming offensive 
in North Burma was to reopen the link to China from Ledo near the 
Indian border. British historian Eric Morris wrote, “The scene was set for 
one of the truly remarkable turnarounds—a military metamorphosis— 
not just of World War II but in the annals of military history.” 35 The 
plan was as follows: 

1. Strategic air offensive to be intensified as weather permits 
against bases and LOC [Lines of Communication] in Burma. 

2. Possible amphibious operations against the Andaman Islands 
and Ramree o ff Akyab. 
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3. Preparation for a full-scale operation against the Arakan, using 
two and two-thirds divisions with one additional division in 
reserve, to be completed by early January. If the amphibious 
operations against Akyab are not carried out, the Arakan offen- 
sive would be limited to securing the line Indin-Rathedaunhg- 
Kyauktaw. It would start in mid-January 1944. 

4. Three divisions of the British IV Corps to seize Kalemyo and 
Kalewa. An all-weather road to be pushed to the Chindwin. The 
offensive was to start in mid-February 1944. 

5. Continued offensive on IV Corps front to seize bridgehead on 
Chindwin in Kalewa area, and advance to Yeu. Yeu to be retained 
during the monsoon with a force of three divisions and one in 
reserve which could come from the Arakan front in late April 1944. 

6. One Chinese division to move forward in the Chindwin in 
October 1943 to cover the advance of the Ledo Road eastward. 
Another Chinese division to move forward to Shaduzup area in 
mid-January, while one regiment from another Chinese division, 
flown from Fort Hertz, moves south to the Bumrang area. These 
two divisions, with one in reserve, to move on Kamaign and 
Myitkyina in March, and continue against the Katha-Bhamo area 
in May. Chinese armies in Yunnan to move on the Bhamo-Lashio 
line in February. 

7. In mid-January, one LRPG (Long Range Penetration Group) to 
operate from Homalin toward Katha to assist the Chinese advance. 

8. One LRPG to begin operations in February and another in March 
from Chittagong area toward Haka-Gangaw-Pakokku. 36 

This in a rather large nutshell was the basic Allied plan for retaking 
North Burma in 1944. It was a tall order, given the lack of Allied resources 
and the difficult topography of Burma. The plan required the coordination 
of American, British, Chinese, Imperial, and Commonwealth forces across 
the entire width of North Burma, from the Arakan region in the west to 
the Chinese border in the northeast. What is remarkable about this plan is 
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that apart from a reference to “Possible amphibious operations against the 
Andaman Islands,” all the other items involved a land campaign, which is 
exactly what Churchill did not want. The plan meant that the Americans 
and Chinese could concentrate on North Burma and the British could 
focus on defending the Indian-Burmese border region before going back 
into Burma down through the Arakan and then on to Rangoon. By this 
time the U.S. was providing most of the money and materiel, so, as the 
old adage goes, whoever pays the piper calls the tune. 

The plan called for a heavy emphasis on Chinese troops, both those 
whom Stilwell was training in índia and the Yunnan Force that was 
being assembled in China. Yet here the British and the Americans also 
saw things differently. StilwelFs Chinese forces were reviewed from 
the British perspective in a letter dated August 17, 1943, written by 
Major General G.E. Grimsdale, the British military attaché in Chungking, 
China’s wartime capital. That letter was both highly criticai of Stilwell and 
very complimentary towards his arch-rival, U.S. Army Air Force General 
Claire Chennault (1893-1958), who had led the famous “Flying Tigers” 
against thejapanese from 1941 to 1942 and who thereafter commanded 
the 14 th Air Force of the U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF). The letter also 
expressed the British disdain, bordering on contempt, for the Chinese 
Army. Here are some relevant portions: 

StilwelFs army is in no better condition than other parts of the 
Chinese army. Many of the troops are malnourished and others 
incapable of walking. Furthermore the Chinese are not by nature 
an aggressive nation and might be reluctant to recapture Burma 
for the British. StilwelFs son [Lt. Col. Joseph W. Stilwell, Jr.] has 
also expressed doubts about the feasibility of the expedition. ’ 

Furthermore there is the “scurrilous campaign conducted by 
Stilwell to the effect that he would have taken Burma long ago 
had it not been for the obstinacy of the British.” 

With regard to the influence of the USA in China Chennault, in 
contrast to Stilwell and other Americans, is afirst class officer. He 
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appreciates that the USA's strong position is largely due to British 
ejforts. 

Chennault is encountering difficulties in trying to get essential 
equipment from Kunming to his forward operational bases in 
South East China. The Chinese are proving very uncooperative. 
Chennault has a better attitude towards the British than Stilwell. 
Chennault has proved quite outstanding. 

With regard to the USAF in China Stilwell has not supplied Chen¬ 
nault with essential equipment. He has insufficient ground staff, 
workshops, spare parts and gas. Bomber planes have been forced 
to go to Assam several times to fetch Stores before an operational 
flight. He has therefore not been able to carry out much offensive 
work. This should change since Chennault has been given priority 
on air transport supply by presidential directive. He has extensive 
plans. is [italics supplied] 

Why was Grimsdale so partial to Chennault? If anything, Chennault 
was as pro-Chinese as was Stilwell (ChennaulFs second wife was Chinese) 
and definitely much more pro-Chiang. He was a gregarious southerner 
who “saw an air offensive from China as the key to victory over the 
Japanese.” 39 Grimsdale’s analysis may have been due in part to the fact 
that Chennault, unlike Stilwell, knew how to flatter his allies, as well 
as to the desire to keep American counsels divided by siding with one 
American general against another. Most important of all, ChennaulCs 
plan for “victory through air power” did not involve major land operations 
in North Burma, 40 which the British did not want, but instead called 
for supplying China by air from British índia. In order to increase the 
How of supplies to China, FDR directed that air tonnage to China over 
the “Hump” should increase to 10,000 tons in the fali of 1943, and he 
had so informed Chiang. 41 

The paper “British Attitude Towards Chinese Troops” in Burma, dated 
January 28, 1944, by Raymond P. Ludden, a U.S. Foreign Service officer 
and one of Stilwelfs poli tical advisors in índia, discusses this topic in 
detail; it concludes that the British were motivated more by political 
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concerns for their empire in South Asia and Southeast Asia rather than by 
sound military judgment regarding Chinese troops. 42 In fact, Stilwell told 
Mountbatten bluntly that “Chinese troops can stand up under conditions 
that would stop white troops.” 43 

While Stilwell was planning his campaign in North Burma, the British 
were also working on their strategic plans. They wanted to bypass Burma 
with an amphibious attack on Sumatra and Malaya, which was in the 
JPS (Joint Planning Staff) Paper No 81 in September 1943. 44 This did not 
happen because the Combined Chiefs of Staff issued directions for other 
priorities. Stilwell had hoped that such an amphibious operation would 
persuade Chiang to bring the Chinese Sixth Army or Y-Force troops into 
northern Burma. 45 The plan was for the Y-Force in China and the X-Force 
in índia, which was made up of Chinese soldiers who had retreated to 
Burma in 1942, and which was being retrained under American auspices 
at Ramgarh in índia, to attack from both China and índia and link up 
with the British after Rangoon had been retaken. 46 

Another important decision at the Quebec Conference was the dispatch 
of three battalions of the 5307 Composite Unit (Provisional), under 
Brigadier General Frank Merrill (1903-1955), a West Point graduate, at the 
end of October 1943. They were the first American infantry in CBI. They 
would be known thereafter as “MerrilFs Marauders.” This is an often 
forgotten part of the story of CBI and SEAC, since the vast majority of 
Allied troops who fought in Burma were British, Indian, African, Chinese, 
and Burmese. The Marauders were the first American troops to see active 
combat on the mainland of Asia since the Boxer Rebellion in 1900. 47 

FDR was more interested in keeping China in the war than in any 
operations in Burma. He believed himself to be an expert on China 
because of his historie family links there, 48 even though he had never 
been there. The late American historian Eric Larrabee wrote, “The China 
Stilwell knew was unknown to the President and, having confidence in 
his own ‘background,’ Roosevelt did not know what it was he did not 
know.” 49 Larrabee also wrote that “Roosevelt wanted postwar China to 
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be a ‘great power’ and he believed, quite properly, that the first step 
in making it one was to treat it like one. Japan’s ‘Asia-for-the Asians’ 
propaganda would be counteracted by our having this massive Asian 
ally, drawn into the alliance and then strengthened after the war was 
over by the promised return of Formosa [Taiwan] and Manchuria.” 50 

Such was the atmosphere in October 1943 when Admirai the Lord 
Louis Mountbatten assumed supreme command in SEAC. 




Chapter Five 

Enter the Supremo 


On October 7, 1943, Mountbatten arrived in índia to take up his new 
position as Supreme Commander. Although Mountbatten’s initial aim 
was to help rebuild morale, his main priority was planning a series of 
amphibious operations, which were still being considered. Meanwhile, 
British General Slim was building up the new 14 th Army. Slim had been 
in the First Burma Campaign and he knew how the Japanese had won 
and how they could be defeated. Together Slim and Mountbatten would 
make a formidable team. 

Mountbatten’s arrival was the beginning of his complex relationship 
with Stilwell. At first Stilwell liked Mountbatten and wrote in his diary 
that “Louis is a good egg ... full of enthusiasm and also of disgust with 
inertia and conservatism ... Louis is hot for the ‘one happy family’ idea 
and is very cordial and friendly. According to Theodore White, the 
phrase “one happy family” referred to Mountbatten’s desire to establish 
an Allied High Command, with British, Americans and Chinese: “such a 
staff would parallel Eisenhower’s staff in the Mediterranean.” 2 

Mountbatten’s arrival also coincided with Chiang’s first attempt to 
remove Stilwell both as the commander of U.S. Forces in China and as his 
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own chief of staff. When Mountbatten met with Chiang in Chungking, 
China’s wartime capital, in mid-October 1943, he wrote that: 

[T]he Generalissimo [Chiang] had made up his mind absolutely 
to remove Stilwell and indeed I had heard from [U.S. Lieutenant] 
General Somervell that the Generalissimo had made it quite clear 
that Stilwell no longer had his confidence or the confidence of 
any of the Chinese he was working with ... I then went to call 
on General Stilwell at his house and was photographed with him 
afterwards, which gave him great pleasure for certain special 
reasons. 8 

Stilwell wrote in his diary for the same day, October 17, 1943, that 
“Mountbatten called and we had a long talk. He is burned up. Feels 
the double-cross himself, because he’ll have to work with a brand- 
new man. Wants me to wait over and break him in.” 4 On the same 
day, Mountbatten wrote in his diary that General Somervell had told 
him, “Would you believe it? After the Gissimo [Chiang] had told me 
categorically that Stilwell was out he sent for Stilwell this evening, kissed 
him on both cheeks and said he loved him more than ever and said he was 
right in again.” 5 On October 21, 1943, Stilwell wrote in his diary: “The 
Peanut [Chiang] 6 is now affable again. Impressed by my presentation 
[at Mountbatten-Somervell conference] of Chinese participation [in 
projected Burma attack]!!” 7 

In his Report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff, Mountbatten said he 
told General Somervell to tell Chiang that he (Mountbatten) “did not 
wish to proceed with plans for using Chinese forces if the man who had 
commanded most of them for nearly two years was to be removed just 
before the operations. . .” 8 However, Mountbatten’s later recollection 
of what happened (as recounted by one of his biographers, the British 
naval historian Richard Hough), was that he asked Stilwell whether he 
wanted his job back (to which Stilwell replied “you bet”), after which 
Mountbatten told T.V. Soong, China’s Foreign Minister (and Chiang’s 
brother-in-law), to tell Chiang “Not one Chinese soldier will be moved 
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one yard nearer to the enemy except on the orders of General Stilwell. 
They can rot as far as Fm concerned. You tell him that.” 9 

October 1943 was the same month that Stilwell began the campaign 
in North Burma, which would become a major offensive in 1944. When 
Mountbatten visited Chiang in Chungking, he may well have argued for 
keeping Stilwell, the most seasoned American commander of Chinese 
troops, as the Commanding General in the CBI Theater. At the time 
Stilwell believed this was the reason Chiang retained him, a retention 
that lasted for a year. 10 This may also have been the main reason why 
Stilwell was initially favorable to Mountbatten. However, one year later, 
after Stilwell’s recall from China, when Mountbatten wrote him that 
“Last year I was fortunate enough to be with you in Chungking and to 
be able to join forces . . . in insisting upon you being retained,” Stilwell 
would write in a margin note to the letter that “he [Mountbatten] had 
nothing whatever to do with it.” 11 

Biographers and historians are divided over whether Mountbatten 
“saved” Stilwelfs job in 1943. Tuchman wrote that Mountbatten sent 
word that “he could not proceed with plans for using the Chinese forces 
if the man who had commanded them for nearly two years was to be 
removed,” 1 " which talhes with Hougffs account. Ziegler wrote that 
Mountbatten’s only contribution may have been a message to Chiang 
that he would be sorry to see Stilwell leave at a criticai period of the war. 13 
Hough, as noted above, gave Mountbatten credit, but this was based upon 
conversations with him some thirty years after the event. 14 Whether 
Mountbatten “saved” Stilwelfs job by interceding with Chiang is open 
to question. More likely the decision was the result of Chinese internai 
politics in late 1943, when Chiang was having problems with his brother- 
in-law T.V. Soong. According to both Stilwell and Tuchman, Soong 
overplayed his hand by pushing too hard for Stilwelfs removal in 1943, 
thereby causing Chiang to become suspicious of Soong and supportive 
of Stilwell. 15 According to the modern British historian Jonathan Fenby, 
both Madame Chiang and her sister supported Stilwell against Soong 
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(their own brother—to say that Chinese politics were Byzantine is putting 
it mildly), but Stilwell did not really know what was going on in the 
inner circle around Chiang. “Vinegar Joe had no idea what was really 
going on. His diary shows him to have been an innocent caught in the 
middle of a feud which he read the wrong way . . .” 16 Whatever the 
reason, Stilwell stayed. 

In any event, at the end of 1943 Mountbatten thought that he had 
established a good relationship with Stilwell. (This was when he and 
Stilwell went to the movies together in Delhi.) However, Stilwell’s letters 
and diary entries during this period are contradictory, first expressing 
admiration for Mountbatten and then shifting almost immediately to 
expressing distrust of him and his motives. In early October 1943 Stilwell 
wrote the U.S. Army Adjutant General in the War Department that “ [W]e 
need fresh air and Mountbatten will be welcome.” 17 Stilwell also wrote 
that “Admirai [Mountbatten] is really out to fight.” 18 In early November 
1943 Stilwell sent a message to Marshall in Washington, which read 
in part as follows: “Relations with Mountbatten and staff excellent. He 
is reasonable and open-minded, but there is [an] obvious tendency on 
[the] part of [the] British to muscle in on us in China, and in general 
to submerge and absorb all American effort and participation in this 
area.” 19 Mountbatten had already said that CBI should be split up into 
separate commands. 20 

However, at the same time Stilwell also distrusted Mountbatten, writing 
in his diary on November 10, 1943, “Louis is after my scalp,” was playing 
the “Empah [Empire] game,” and was “working up” the “controversy” 
between Stilwell and Chennault. 21 Around this time Stilwell sent a 
memorandum to U.S. Major General Thomas B. Hearn, Chief of Staff 
of U.S. Army Forces in CBI, in which he wrote that “Mountbatten is 
dogging on the Burma job ... the limies have now shown their hand [by 
wanting to do as little as possible in Burma and by including Hong Kong 
in SEAC] .. They are determined to keep China blockaded and powerless. 
They aim to go to Singapore, but that is the limit of their contribution.” 22 



Enter the Supremo 


69 


Wedemeyer 

After Stilwell, the most important American in the SEAC chain of 
command was Lieut.-General Albert C. Wedemeyer, Mountbatten’s 
deputy chief of staff, who later succeeded Stilwell as Commanding 
General of U.S Forces in China (until 1946). Wedemeyer was born in 1897 
and graduated from West Point in 1919. Between the two world wars, 
he served in Stilwelfs old regiment in China. He and Stilwell knew each 
other, as most officers did in the interwar army, but they did not get 
on, largely because of their different temperaments. Stilwell, who was 
often self-doubting, summed up their differences when he wrote that 
Wedemeyer “thinks well of himself, that young man” 23 and “the young 
man sure does appreciate himself.” 24 These comments, especially the 
repetition of the phrase “young man,” also suggest that Stilwell, who 
was fourteen years older than Wedemeyer and seventeen years older 
than Mountbatten, resented what he saw as their relative youth and 
inexperience and their rapid advancement. 

From 1936 to 1938, Wedemeyer had studied at the Kriegsakademie, the 
German war college in Berlin, which had a major influence on him. He 
became the foremost U.S. military expert on German military thinking. 
Between 1938 and 1941 he laid the plans for mobilizing and reforming the 
U.S. military for fighting World War II. Entitled the “Victory Program,” it 
was sent to FDR in September 1941. It outlined how the U.S. Army would 
be organized to fight a land war on a scale similar to Nazi Germany while 
fighting the Japanese in the Pacific with large amphibious task forces. 
When the Chicago Tribune, a notoriously anti-New Deal and anti-FDR 
newspaper, broke the story of the “secret” Victory Program on December 
4, 1941, Wedemeyer, still only a major, was suspected of having leaked 
the story and was investigated by the FBI. However, three days later 
the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and on December 11, 1941, Hitler 
declared war on the United States, doing what FDR had never been able 
to do—bring America into the war on the side of the British against Nazi 
Germany. Wedemeyer was cleared of any wrongdoing and became a 
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rising star in the U.S. Army’s War Plans Division, reporting directly to 
General Marshall." 5 Because it was overshadowed by Pearl Harbor, this 
incident—“The Big Leak”—has been largely overlooked in the American 
historiography of World War II. 26 

In 1942 Wedemeyer, by now a full colonel, went to London with General 
Marshall and first met Mountbatten. In a 1983 interview, Wedemeyer 
remembered their first meeting: 

He was handsome and personable, as everyone knew, and seemed 
to be caught up in his work and very much on top of it. I knew 
of his connections with the Royal Family, and of ChurchilFs high 
regard for him, so I confess that I kept an open mind as to whether 
he had “made it” on his own. But my doubts proved unfounded. 
Mountbatten was first-rate in every respect. He did a remarkable 
job of holding together all the various forces that were resisting 
the Japanese in that part of the world. There were tensions among 
the Allies, problems with the natives, inter-service rivalries, prima 
donnas— to say nothing of the fact that we were operating almost 
at the end of the global pipeline, under conditions of terrain 
and climate that were extremely difficult, against an ingenious 
and ruthless enemy. Surmounting all of this, the “Supremo”— 
as the admirai came to be known by all ranks—brought a sense 
of common purpose to the command. He was fair-minded and 
diplomatic and had a flair for leadership." 7 

In fact, this was all in hindsight. According to both Ziegler and Smith, 
Wedemeyer certainly liked Mountbatten—almost everybody did—but did 
not quite trust him at first, since he was seen correctly as being ChurchilFs 
protégé, emissary and fixer vis-a-vis the Americans. 28 Mountbatten’s 
goal was to convince FDR to delay the cross-channel invasion in favor of 
attacking the Germans in North África, which Wedemeyer considered to 
be a side show. Mountbatten played his role perfectly and FDR approved 
Operation Torch, the Anglo-American invasion of French North África, 
which took place in November 1942. 
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In 1943 Wedemeyer, by now a major general, was “eased out to Asia,” 
as he put it, as Mountbatten’s deputy chief of staff. 39 He was more of 
a background figure until well into 1944, but he was to play a more 
important role towards the end of the war. Up to now his experience had 
been in “grand strategy,” with an emphasis on Europe. He wrote in his 
memoirs that he was sent out to SEAC because his strong support for 
an earlier date for D-Day angered Churchill. 30 Also, he arrived with a 
reputation for being anti-British, writing in his memoirs: 

My own reputation for being anti-British didn’t help him [Mount- 
batten] much at the start. This drawback was somewhat allevi- 
ated, however, when it became known that Stilwell thought I 
was extremely pro-British. Lord Louis’s troubles with Stilwell 
remained; for Vinegar Joe was constantly making wisecracks to 
the effect that the British had no intention of fighting, that they 
would do everything possible to avoid getting involved themselves 
but would push the Americans and Chinese into doing the job 
against Japan. 31 

In his memoirs Wedemeyer wrote that Eisenhower had highly recom- 
mended Mountbatten to him as a man he could trust: 

You will have a most interesting job in the Far East. Lord Louis 
is occasionally belittled by people who think they know more 
about war than he does, but in my honest opinion he has a lot 
on the bali and you will find that you are under a man you can 
respect in every way. Moreover, he is a man who will listen to 
advice and soak it up. 3 " 

In his 1983 interview, Wedemeyer also wrote the following: 

I can’t really recall any [disagreements] during my year in SEAC. 
We were on the same team, working toward the same goals, 
under the same instructions from the Combined Chiefs of Staff. 
I understand that a few of the Americans serving with General 
Stilwell in índia thought I was too “pro-British.” 
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Later, when I was transferred to China, I found myself working for 
a radically different Allied commander —Generalíssimo Chiang 
Kai-shek— under a different set of instructions from Washington. 
Frictions inevitably developed under these circumstances between 
the two geographically contiguous commands—SEAC and the 
China theater (which included French Indo-china). I continued, 
nonetheless, to find Admirai Mountbatten a cooperative ally and 
an understanding friend. 

Several recent historians and biographers have blown out of all 
proportion the issues that arose between our respective commands. 
It has even been suggested that my personal friendship with 
Mountbatten was strained by suspicions of double-dealing, but 
all I know is that our friendship survived in all its warmth until 
his tragic death in 1979. 33 

Wedemeyer was the most sênior American officer on Mountbatten’s 
staff and might have bridged the personal, strategic, and geopolit- 
ical differences between Mountbatten and Stilwell. Instead, he became 
StilwelFs nemesis and one of his strongest critics. Perhaps the reason is 
obvious: both Mountbatten and Wedemeyer were young, polished, and 
very ambitious officers who knew how to work hard and to play poli- 
tics when necessary. 34 Smith described Wedemeyer as a “well-groomed 
young colonel whose style, respect for European ways . . . and clarity 
of thought appealed strongly to Mountbatten.” For his part, Wedemeyer 
described Mountbatten as “charming, tactful, a conscious gallant knight 
in shining armor . . .” 35 A comment like that would have made Stilwell 
laugh. This does not mean that they were not capable, only that they 
understood, far better than Stilwell, that World War II was a political as 
well as a military war. Also, to be fair to Wedemeyer, by all accounts he 
really believed (and his vision of grand strategy certainly supported his 
belief) that the way back for the Anglo-American Allies in Southeast Asia 
was by sea to Malaya and Singapore and not by land through Burma. 
Since that was Mountbatten’s view as well, the two got along perfectly. 
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Wedemeyer’s recollections of his time with Mountbatten, both in his 
memoirs (1958) and in his American Heritage interview (1983), reflected 
how his relationship with Mountbatten was the opposite of Stilwell’s 
during the criticai year from October 1943 to October 1944. As already 
noted, most Americans, with the exception of Stilwell, liked and got 
on well with Mountbatten. In early 1944 Mountbatten wrote to Lord 
Beaverbrook (1879-1964), the Anglo-Canadian press baron, that when 
he arrived at SEAC Anglo-American relations were the worst he had 
encountered in the war, and that Stilwell hated the British and still 
distrusted them, despite having become friends with Mountbatten. But 
then he added that, thanks to Wedemeyer, relations had improved 
dramatically and the integrated British and U.S. air forces “have achieved 
notable results.” 36 

Although the Stilwell-Mountbatten relationship never developed the 
way Mountbatten wished, at least it never got to the kind of open 
disagreements over strategy that existed between Eisenhower and British 
General Bernard “Monty” Montgomery in Europe, both before and after 
D-Day. Moreover, as noted above, Mountbatten grew to like and rely 
upon Wedemeyer. So, to that extent at least, Mountbatten had his “one 
happy family.” 

Then they all went off to Cairo for the big conference. 




Chapter Six 

Cairo, Chiang and CBI 


The final Allied conference which dealt specifically with CBI and 
SEAC was the Cairo Conference (SEXTANT) between FDR, Churchill, 
and Chiang at the end of November and early December 1943. Cairo was 
the first and only major Allied conference that Chiang attended, because 
he was the leader of the fourth major Allied power (the other three being 
the U.S., Britain, and the Soviet Union.) 1 Mountbatten, Stilwell, and the 
Combined British and U.S. Chiefs of Staff also attended. Although Stilwell 
and Mountbatten appeared to have had very little interaction at Cairo, 
apart from attending meetings together, the conference was important 
because it attempted to set forth Allied strategic policy goals in CBI and 
SEAC. In fact, before leaving for Cairo, together they had drafted plans 
to be submitted to FDR, Churchill, and the Combined Chiefs of Staff, 
which called for “serious” amphibious operations in Southern Burma, 
which in turn would “encourage” Chiang to send Chinese troops in force 
across the border into northern Burma." 

At the November 23 session Stilwell was going to make China’s case 
but was told not to do so by Chiang, who was on his way to Cairo, which 
was followed by Chiang’s canceling and then resuming his plans. 3 On 
November 26, Stilwell wrote in his diary that Mountbatten “is fed up 
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on Peanut. As who is not?” 4 Mountbatten, only a month or so into his 
new job, found Chiang increasingly difficult to deal with. In his diary, 
Mountbatten wrote that “I may say that he [Chiang] made several more 
illogical suggestions and I cannot help wondering how much he knows 
about soldiering.” 5 Mountbatten also wrote that the Cairo Conference was 
badly organized because the opening session included FDR, Churchill, 
and Chiang, and their staffs. Mountbatten had hoped the staffs would 
meet first and then present their conclusions to the three Allied leaders. 
Apparently, this “putting the cart before the horse” was done in order for 
Chiang not to be kept waiting. 6 Stilwell complained of waging “War by 
Committee” and got in another dig at Wedemeyer (who was also at Cairo), 
writing in his diary “Pm getting tired of that important young man.” 7 

At Cairo the main issues were the Asian-Pacific War strategy, the 
defeat of Japan, and plans for postwar Asia. Churchill, however, was 
not interested in Chiang or China’s war, which he later described as 
being “lengthy, complicated and minor.” 8 As at Quebec, he was more 
interested in strategic plans for Europe in 1944. Cairo also reconfirmed 
what had been decided at Quebec on the strategic goals for 1944 in 
SEAC, as follows: “Operations for the capture of Upper Burma in order to 
improve the air route and establish overland Communications with China 
... Continuance of operations during autumn 1944 within the limits of 
forces available to extend the position held in Upper Burma... Should the 
means be available, additional ground offensive forces.” 9 The U.S Joint 
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) estimated that: “It may be expected that Japan will 
initiate local offensive operations to forestall operations by the United 
Nations in Burma and to prevent the establishment of air bases by the 
United Nations in China.” 10 

The JCS were also criticai of the British strategy in Southeast Asia and 
the effect it would have on China in the war, as follows: 

The British determination to by-pass Burma, deflecting offensive 
efforts southward, cannot be expected to encourage the Gener- 
alissimo [Chiang-Kai-shek] to adopt a more aggressive attitude 
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toward the Japanese. It is quite evident to informed Chinese that, 
if land Communications to China are not opened, they cannot 
be reasonably asked to mount any significant offensive against 
the Japanese. 11 

After talking with FDR during the Cairo Conference, Stilwell wrote 
dismissively that FDR’s policy toward China was “Policy: ‘we want 
to help China.’ —Period.” 1 " Stilwell was criticai of the U.S.’s uncritical 
support of Chiang, whom Stilwell thought was not doing enough to fight 
the Japanese. Stilwell also believed FDR knew next to nothing about 
modern China and that he viewed China through the lens of his family 
history going back to the mid-nineteenth century. n 

Stilwelfs relationship with FDR, which went back to 1942, was complex. 
Larrabee wrote that Stilwell and many other Army officers thought that 
FDR “was a rank amateur in military matters and that he was vacillating, 
impulsive, too easily influenced by the last person to see him, especially 
if that person was British, or, worst of all, Churchill.” 14 Stilwell also 
disliked FDR’s partiality for the Navy over the Army, writing, “The Navy 
is the apple of his eye and the Army is the stepchild.” 15 Stilwell was 
not alone in this view. During the war, Marshall once humorously asked 
FDR if he would stop referring to the navy as “us” and the army as 
“them.” 16 FDR was not a military genius or thinker, but he was a good 
Commander-in-Chief despite his faults, just as Churchill was a better 
politician than a tactician. 

FDR for his part had nothing against Stilwell personally, but because 
FDR thought he was a China “expert,” he kept meddling in CBI, which he 
did not do with his commanders in the other theaters of war. Admittedly, 
FDR saw China’s importance in diplomatic as well as military terms, but 
he interfered with the Stilwell-Chiang relationship far more than he ever 
did with Eisenhower, Nimitz, or MacArthur. 17 As already noted, FDR and 
many Americans overstated China’s importance in the war. Perhaps this 
was the reason why he continued to send a stream of “special envoys” 
out to China, including Wendell Willkie (1892-1944), the unsuccessful 
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Republican presidential candidate in 1940, Vice-President Henry Wallace 
(1888-1965), and former Secretary of War Patrick Hurley (1883-1963). 

The Cairo Conference and the Tehran Conference that immediately 
followed (which Chiang did not attend, but which Stalin did) changed 
the plans for the Allied offensive in Burma for 1944 because of the 
requirements for equipment and personnel in the Mediterranean and 
European theaters, especially for D-Day. This was an official concession 
to Stalin, who had been demanding a second front in Europe since the 
Nazi invasion in 1941, and it was probably the only time in which Stalin 
directly influenced what was happening in Southeast Asia. This upset 
Chiang because there were not going to be any amphibious operations 
in Burma or the Andaman Islands, which Chiang had wanted so that he 
could move his forces under Stilwell into North Burma, and which he 
thought he had been promised at Cairo. 18 In fact, after Tehran both FDR 
and Churchill made it clear to Chiang they did not have the landing craft 
necessary for an amphibious operation in the Bay of Bengal. 19 

Stilwell wrote in his diary after Cairo that, as far as Chiang was 
concerned, “Nothing is possible without a big amphibious operation. He 
[Chiang] doesiTt know what a big amphibious operation is, but unfor- 
tunately Mountbatten was honest about it. So now that it is on a reduced 
scale, he [Chiang] screams. It is fatal to promise anything.” 20 Exactly 
what was “promised” to Chiang at Cairo remains unclear. Nationalist 
Chinese historian Chin-tung Liang referred to a “breach of promise,” 
claiming FDR had “assured [Chiang] of an amphibious operation in South 
Burma.” Despite this disappointment, both FDR and Chiang agreed on 
postwar decolonization and the future United Nations organization. 21 

However, the main result of the conference was the Cairo Declaration, 
which was signed on November 27 and announced on December 1, 
1943. It called for the return “of all territories Japan has stolen from the 
Chinese” and for Japan’s unconditional surrender. 22 The Western Allies 
(at the Casablanca Conference in January 1943) had already called for 
Germany’s unconditional surrender, and Italy had gone over to the Allies 
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in September 1943 (as a co-belligerent after Mussolinfs overthrow in 
July), so Cairo made it clear there would be no negotiated peace with 
Japan. On December 3, Chiang wrote that “the whole world treated Cairo 
as a great victory for China” 23 because a Chinese leader was treated as 
an equal with the Western leaders for the first time in a hundred years. 

On the results of the Cairo Conference for the Chinese, American, 
and British strategic goals, the authors of StilwelFs Personal File wrote 
as follows: 

The viewpoints of the three nations involved varied widely. The 
Chinese wanted a land route opened, and had already expressed 
willingness to consider a reduction in Hump tonnage if necessary 
to achieve this goal. The Americans were definitely committed to 
north Burma operations, and their plans all pointed east toward 
China. British wishes, on the other hand, lay to the south. Conse- 
quently, a meeting of the international minds and agreement to 
commit “on hand” resources for a United, limited operation poised 
certain obstacles that had not yet been cleared. 24 

While the U.S. goal was to aid and keep China as a major ally in the 
war, Chiang wanted to win the war against Japan first and defeat the 
Communists after the war. To that end he was saving his best troops for 
a postwar showdown with the Communists, which is what happened. 25 
Despite differences in the strategic goals during and after Cairo, the three 
objectives for the 1944 campaign in Burma were still the following: 

1. Defending índia by protecting the Assam borders from invasion; 

2. Establishing a line from Silchar through Mogaung and Myitkyina 
[in North Burma] to the Chinese border; and 

3. Inflicting heavy damage on the Japanese. 26 

While SEAC was an important strategic theater for the Allies in the 
Asian-Pacific War, it was not the road to Tokyo, which was the overall 
goal of the U.S. in the Pacific War. At the time of the Cairo Conference, 
the U.S. Navy under Admirai Nimitz had just launched the Central Pacific 
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drive at the bloody Battle of Tarawa in the Gilbert (Kiribati) Islands 
(November 20-23, 1943), which was the beginning of the island-hopping 
campaign in the Pacific. The U.S. invasion force in the Gilberts was the 
largest assembled for a single amphibious operation in the Pacific War 
before the Marianas in 1944 and Okinawa in 1945, along with General 
MacArthuris advance up the coast of New Guinea toward the Philippines. 
The British opposed the U.S. offensive in the Pacific because they thought 
it took important shipping away from Eisenhower in Europe, especially 
for the D-Day buildup. 

Stilwell was becoming increasingly exasperated by the conflicting 
demands upon him, requiring him to be in both Delhi and Chungking, 
while he desperately wanted to take the field. In a radio message he sent 
on December 31, 1943, Stilwell wrote, “Do they expect us to fight the 
Japs or drink tea in Delhi?” 27 

This was the strategic situation that would shape how the 1944 offen- 
sives in CBI and SEAC would be conducted in the land war in Burma 
against Japan. In the end most of the decisions of 1943 regarding SEAC 
and CBI did not materialize because of the strategic priorities given 
to Europe and to the Pacific theaters. What did materialize was a land 
campaign in North Burma, led by Stilwell and Slim, which turned the tide 
of the war in Southeast Asia. For Stilwell, the decisions of 1943 would 
put him back in active field command. 

But now let us pause in the narrative to consider some of the issues 
Mountbatten had to address before the British, Indians, Africans, Amer- 
icans, and Chinese could begin the liberation of Burma. In handling those 
issues he really began to take supreme command, but at the same time 
he and Stilwell began to grow increasingly at odds with each other. 



Cairo, Chiang and CBI 


81 


Figure 4. Stilwell and Mountbatten in Chungking, 1943 



Courtesy of the Imperial War Museums, London 

Vice Admirai Lord Louis Mountbatten (left), new Allied Commander in Asia and Lt Gen 
Joseph Stilwell, Commander of US Forces in China, India and Burma, are shown in 
Chung-King following a conference. 
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Figure 5. Bill Slim in Burma, 1944 
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Figure 6. Stilwell, Chiang Kai-shek, and Madame Chiang in Burma, April 1942 



Courtesy of the National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

Generalíssimo and Madame Chiang Kai Shek and Lieutenant General Joseph W. 
Stilwell, Commanding General, China Expeditionary Forces, on the day following 
Japanese bombing attack. Maymy; 4/19/1942. 



Courtesy of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library & Museum, Hyde 
Park, New York. 

The Cairo Conference, November 1943. Seated in the picture (from left to right) are 
Chiang Kai-shek, FDR, Winston Churchill, and Madame Chiang Kai-shek. Stilwell and 
Mountbatten are standing in the back row. 
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Figure 8. Mountbatten Statue, Horse Guards Parade, London. 



Courtesy of Alamy.com, London. 

The statue of the Earl Mountbatten is an outdoor bronze statue of Admirai of the Fleet 
Louis Mountbatten, lst Earl Mountbatten. 



Chapter Seven 

Lord Louis Takes Charge 


Mountbatten and the Three “M’s”: Monsoon, Malaria, 
Morale 

The main problems that Mountbatten faced when he took over SEAC 
were known as “The Three M’s”: monsoon, malaria, and morale. For five 
months, from May to October, the monsoon shut the war down until 
operations could be conducted in the “dry “season, which lasted from 
October to May. Mountbatten had a simple solution: just fight through 
the monsoon. He proposed to do that through amphibious operations on 
the Bay of Bengal, while Slinfs forces fought through the jungles to the 
Irrawaddy Valley in central Burma. Mountbatten ordered the Royal Air 
Force (RAF) and the U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF) to fly in bad weather, 
so that troops on the ground could be re-supplied from the air. This was 
to prove essential for the British forces in their 1944 Burma Campaign. 

Airpower was also important in destroying Japanese positions in 
Burma, especially “bridge-busting” by the U.S. Tenth Air Force, with 
constant attacks, and follow-up attacks after air reconnaissance revealed 
repair work. 1 However, Stilwell and Chennault hotly debated the effec- 
tiveness of air power in China, which was part of the larger debate in 
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the war between the U.S. Army and the USAAF over bombing strategy, 
especially in Europe. Stilwell argued that it would take American-trained 
Chinese divisions as well as Chennault’s fighter planes to defend the 
USAAF’s planned bomber attack bases for the new B-29 Superfortresses 
in the area of southeastern China around Kweilin from a Japanese ground 
assault. 2 The first B-29s arrived in índia in April 1944 after leaving Kansas 
in March, taking one month to make the trip. Most of the B-29 bases in 
índia were operational by April 1944. 

Malaria was another major problem in fighting a war in Burma. Sir 
Ronald Adam (1885-1982), the British Adjutant-General, told Mountbatten 
that malaria “is almost a greater enemy than the Japanese in the fighting 
zones of the East,” 3 which was not an exaggeration. In 1943, most of the 
men in the British forces had malaria, along with dysentery and other 
tropical diseases. Mountbatten did not want a sick army for the 1944 
campaign, so he toured the military hospitais to make sure they were 
providing adequate medicai help. Because of his efforts, the number of 
men ill with malaria fell dramatically, from 84 percent to 13 percent 
between 1943 and 1945. The main weapon used against malaria was DDT 
(which was relatively new in 1943), sprayed over the swamps that bred 
the mosquitoes that spread malaria. 4 

In his memoirs Slim described the efforts to combat malaria in the 
field. After noting the importance of DDT, penicillin, and sulfa drugs, 
he wrote, “It was, however, forward treatment that brought the first 
visible results. Up to now, when a man contracted malaria, he had been 
transported, while his disease was at its height, in great discomfort 
hundreds of miles by road, rail and boat to a hospital in índia .. .To avoid 
all this we organized M.F.T.U.s, Malaria Forward Treatment Units. They 
were, in effect, field hospitais.” 5 

Morale was the third major problem. Most of the men in the British 
Army in SEAC did not know why they were fighting there, especially 
after the debacles of 1942. The phrase “the Forgotten Army,” which later 
became a term of pride for the new 14 th Army, was probably coined by a 
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correspondent for the News Chronicle in Britain in the summer of 1943, 
even though that feeling had existed in the Army for some time. 6 In 
Britain, the Ministry of Information, which was similar to the Office of 
War Information (OWI) in the U.S., said the British public was ignorant of 
the war in CBI and SEAC. Mountbatten began a series of morale boosting 
tours with the 14 111 Army, where he emphasized the importance of the 
British war effort in SEAC, why the men there were not “forgotten,” and 
that victory would come after a hard fight back into Burma. This was 
all welcome news at the end of 1943. 


India 

índia was also another problem, because all Mountbatten’s supplies 
carne through there. After the “Quit índia” campaign in 1942, the British 
arrested Mohandas K. “Mahatma” Gandhi (1869-1948), Jawaharlal Nehru 
(1889-1964), and other Indian Congress Party leaders. During the Bengal 
Famine of 1943, millions of Indians died because of the loss of rice 
shipments from Burma and bureaucratic incompetence in Bengal. 7 

The Indian National Army (INA) or Azad Hind Fauj (1942-1945) was 
the renegade 8 army led by General Subhas Chandra Bose (1897-1945), 
also called the Netaji (Hindi/Bengali for “Respected Leader”). Bose was an 
Indian nationalist and fascist who collaborated first with the Germans and 
then with the Japanese, trying to exploit the divisions of the subcontinent. 9 
Bose had proclaimed a “Government of Free índia” in Japanese-occupied 
Singapore in 1943 and had made radio broadcasts from Germany in 1942 
urging Indians to support the Japanese. In fact, Japan never intended 
to create an independent índia, but rather a vassal State under Japan or 
Germany. There is a brief mention of the INA in a letter from Lieutenant 
General A.F.P. Christianson to Mountbatten on the Allied victory in the 
Arakan on February 26, 1944, as follows: “[T]he results of the recent 
battle should prevent the Japanese sending the INA into eastern Bengal, 
so upsetting conditions in índia and reducing its value as a military base. 
The troops did splendidly, and many officers and men have said that 
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Mountbatten’s visit to the Arakan was important in keeping morale and 
the fighting spirit high in the criticai three week period.” 10 

A search of the wartime records at the Mountbatten Archives does not 
reveal anything specific about Mountbatten’s views on Bose during this 
period. However, Mountbatten, along with most of the British military, 
almost certainly thought of Bose as a traitor both to the British and to 
the Indians for fighting alongside the Japanese. In July 1945, just before 
Japan’s surrender and his death, Bose laid the foundation of an INA War 
Memorial in Singapore, which the Japanese hastily completed. When 
the British retook Singapore later that summer, Mountbatten ordered 
the memorial to be destroyed. 11 In fact, Mountbatten was very aware of 
the situation in índia, which influenced him when he became the last 
Viceroy of índia in 1947. 


The Move to Ceylon 

When Mountbatten arrived in SEAC, he was first based in Delhi, the 
headquarters of the Indian Army Command. Because he had come to fight 
a naval war as well as a land war, he decided that Kandy in Ceylon (now 
Sri Lanka) would be a better base from which to conduct amphibious 
operations, and he moved there in April 1944. Although he has been 
criticized by some historians for doing this, moving to Ceylon made 
sense to him, because it was much closer to Burma than was Delhi. In 
his report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff after the war, Mountbatten 
justified the move: 

I favoured moving to Ceylon, not only because it was the nearest 
point opposite the centre of the Japanese perimeter, and therefore 
the best from which to control amphibious operations; but also 
because it already provided the main base and shore headquarters 
of the Eastern Fleet. . , 12 

The move to Ceylon was thus part of the larger imperial military 
strategy of the British in Southeast Asia of using the Royal Navy to get 
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back to Singapore. This was common knowledge at the time. Bill Henry, 
a columnist for the Los Angeles Times, wrote in April 1944 on the war 
in CBI and Mountbatten’s move: “[T]he only offensive operation in the 
Burma-India theater is Uncle Joe Stilwelfs drive toward the Burma Road. 
Mountbatten’s move to Ceylon for his headquarters indicates the British 
goal is, as mentioned here previously, Singapore.” 13 

Mountbatten was first and foremost a navy man, who liked plan- 
ning large-scale amphibious operations. Also, he had been in charge 
of Combined Operations, which involved by their very nature the coor- 
dination of naval, air, and land forces. On a personal levei, his one 
foray into a large-scale combined operation, the Dieppe Raid in August 
1942, had turned into a full-blown disaster. With all of this in mind, 
it is entirely understandable that Mountbatten saw the sea route from 
Ceylon to Singapore as not only the path to restore Britakfs imperial 
prestige, but also the path to wipe out the memory of Dieppe. However, 
preference for the sea route was based on more than Mountbatten’s 
personal feelings. An amphibious operation would avoid British and 
Commonwealth forces becoming bogged down in the “mud and blood” 
of Burma, which to British commanders at the time, Churchill most of 
all, was eerily reminiscent of the Western Front in World War I, and 
which they feared could evolve into a stalemate. 14 

Above all, the seaborne strategy fit in perfectly with Britain’s history 
of sea power, which is how the British had built their empire in the first 
place. After Napoleon lost the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, he fled south, 
finally surrendering to the Royal Navy at Rochefort on the Atlantic coast 
of France. At the time he was reported to have said, “Wherever wood can 
swim, there I am sure to find this flag of England.” 15 The British had lost 
Singapore to the Japanese in 1942 because, among other reasons, their 
heavy guns had faced seaward and the Japanese had come by land. 16 
Now, in 1944, if Mountbatten and Churchill had their way, the British 
would retake Singapore from the sea and wipe out the shame of 1942. 
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Historians are divided over the wisdom of the move to Ceylon. Ziegler 
wrote that “The move was a manifestation of his [Mountbatten’s] wish 
to adopt a maritime strategy and not allow his forces to be bogged down 
in the Burmese jungle.” 17 Bayly and Harper wrote that Mountbatten’s 
decision to move his headquarters to Kandy was also taken because 
“His aim was to counter the ‘forgotten army’ feeling that particularly 
affected British troops immobilized for months in the dust or the rains 
of índia or stuck in the mud and malaria of Assam.” 18 Just how moving 
his headquarters to a botanical garden in the cool highlands of Ceylon 
would make the average soldier feel less “forgotten” is something that 
Mountbatten never really explained. Moving Mountbatten’s staff to 
Ceylon did not improve the living conditions of ordinary British and 
Commonwealth soldiers. If he had just wanted to move closer to the 
Burma front, Calcutta would have been a more logical choice, since it was 
the major port and the Southern terminus of the BengaTAssam Railway, 
the vital rail link for supplies going to China and the Burma front. McLynn 
was very criticai of the move, calling it “a criminal waste of resources” 
and writing how it became a “byword for luxury and elegance.” 19 He 
also wrote that “Mountbatten compounded the problem of being too far 
from the war and thus being unable to engender any sense of urgency 
in his personnel by the most grotesque overstaffing.” 20 There were at 
first some 7,000 and later 10,000 men and women on the SEAC staff, 
including many attractive WRENS. 21 

Mountbatten described his headquarters in detail in his diary entry 
for April 16, 1944. He noted that his staff had requisitioned the botanical 
gardens and part of the golf course. 22 The botanical gardens at Kandy 
were shown in a scene from the 1957 film The Bridge on the River Kwai, 
with a sign reading “Headquarters, South East Asia Command.” 

On December 6, 1943, Mountbatten sent a letter to General Alan 
Brooke, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, asking for high-level 
representation in Delhi after his proposed move to Ceylon by that coming 
April 15, 1944, due to “the lack of resources” in his theater, as follows: (a) 
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For his and StilwelFs staff; (b) For Peirse’s air staff; and (c) For Giffard's 
Army Group staff. The letter stated “A reasonably large rear HQ will be 
needed in Delhi and the three CINCs will also have to leave staffs there.” 
It is summarized as follows in the Mountbatten Archives: 

Mountbatten asks for a permanent and high levei representative in 
Delhi, to speak for him in inter-command meetings with Auchin- 
leck and the Viceroy. All his sênior officers are too busy . . . He 
needs a soldier with prestige and personality, as there are two 
Generais, two Lieutenant Generais and several Major Generais in 
GHQ índia. Pownall and Mountbatten would prefer someone of 
the rank of Lieutenant General. 

When [HQ SACSEA] moves to Rangoon, Bangkok or Singapore, 
whilst índia is its main base, it will still need a rearHQ at Delhi. This 
organisation will therefore last until Japan is defeated. 23 (italics 
supplied) 

The reference to moving SEAC’s headquarters to “Rangoon, Bangkok 
or Singapore” emphasized the southward, seaward thrust of the British 
plans. This is significant because it highlighted the evolving nature of 
SEAC’s command structure in 1944 and how it would shape the British 
offensive strategy against Japan until the end of the war. The British 
would fight the land war in Burma and then make an amphibious landing 
in Malaya to liberate Singapore. 

Kandy also symbolized the two very different living styles of Mount¬ 
batten and Stilwell. Two American war correspondents wrote a satirical 
song about Kandy, which included these lines: “Oh, we fight in botanical 
gardens, In the lush botanical gardens, Our sailors maneuver in whisky 
and tea.” The song concluded: “The Limeys make policy, Yanks fight 
the Jap, And one gets its Empire, and one takes the rap.” 24 Mountbatten 
did not rough it even when he was visiting the frontline troops, while 
Stilwell wanted to be seen as a field commander sharing the experiences 
of his troops. He was in the field most of the time between December 
1943 and July 1944, living in conditions far more Spartan than those 
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of Mountbatten. StilwelEs “leading from the front” and rough style of 
living was criticized by the British and even by some Americans, who 
found it unnecessarily ascetic. 25 


The Media War 

Like everywhere else in World War II, the media—newspapers, maga¬ 
zines, radio, films, and newsreels—that were used by the Americans and 
the British played a major role in how CBI and SEAC were perceived 
by the public. Their use of media during the war is a good example of 
how both politicians and generais use self-promotion to spin and justify 
their versions of events at the time and afterward. A good example of 
famous self-promotion is Winston Churchilfs six-volume The Second 
World War (1948-1953), where he refought World War II. It was largely 
responsible for Churchill being awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 
1953. None of the other wartime leaders, such as FDR, Stalin, Mussolini, 
or Hitler (three of whom had died by May 1945), published firsthand 
accounts of the war. De Gaulle wrote his memoirs in French, of course, 
so they were not available to English-speaking readers until they were 
translated in 1955. 

Both Stilwell and Mountbatten were media-savvy four-star flag officers 
who knew how to handle the media images of the Burma Campaign, 
even with most of the media attention focused on Europe and the Pacific. 
Wherever they went, friendly reporters were not far away. Stilwell in 
particular benefited from his friendship with Theodore (“Teddy”) White 
of Time Magazine, who later edited Stilwelfs diary for publication and 
who enshrined the legend of “Vinegar Joe.” When Stilwell took Myitkyina 
in August 1944, he brought the press to cover the event. 

In the U.S. media, CBI was portrayed as keeping China in the war and 
promoting Chiang’s “democratic” regime against the Japanese (which 
was similar to the favorable U.S. portrayal of Stalin and the Soviet Union). 
For example, Frank Capra’s The Battle of China or War in the East (1944), 
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the sixth film of the Why We Fight series (1942-1945), focused onJapan’s 
aggression in China as a springboard to conquer Asia and the heroic 
Chinese resistance under Chiang and Nationalist leadership. 26 Because 
of political problems with the film, it was not released to the public. 

Although John Wayne starred in Flying Tigers (1942), a fictionalized 
account of Chennault’s American Volunteer Group (AVG) battling the 
Japanese in China before the U.S. entered the war, the only major 
American film about CBI that was made during the war was Objective 
Burma! When it was released in February 1945, Stilwell wrote in his 
diary: ‘“Objective: Burma.’ Good film. Scare-crow to take my part.” 27 
However, the film angered the British, since it portrayed the liberation 
of Burma from the Japanese as a mostly American affair. Several years 
later a tactful prologue was added to the film that featured Mountbatten, 
Slim, Wingate, and the 14 th Army. 28 

The main media outlet in CBI was the CBI Roundup (changed to India- 
Burma Theater Roundup and the China Lantern in China in 1945), the 
oldest overseas GI paper and the CBI newspaper from 1942 to 1946. It was 
published by the Statesman newspaper in New Delhi and Calcutta. In the 
second issue of CBI Roundup, Stilwell described its purpose as follows: 

The main purpose of this paper is to keep the command informed 
of what is going on at home and in the other theaters of war. We 
are a long way out, the mail is slow, and all censors are crabs, so 
Roundup should help materially to fill in the gaps. It’s your paper, 
so feel free to contribute to it. If you have a gripe, write a letter 
to the editor. If you can run the paper better than he can, tell him 
so, but watch out that he doesn’t put you on the staff and make 
you prove it. He is looking for ideas and if he can’t find them, the 
Roundup won’t be quite what we want it to be—the most readable 
sheet in the Far East. 29 

In 1946, just before his death, Stilwell wrote in Roundup’s last issue: 
“Congratulations on your record as the best soldier paper of them all. 
Roundup has accomplished its mission and can fold up with a feeling 
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of satisfaction that it never missed a chance to crack down on injustice 
or laugh at stuffed shirts. And that is the chief reason that all through 
its existence it was one of the biggest morale factors in the Theater. A 
bouquet to all who labored to make it so.” 30 

For the British, SEAC had to deal with not only the British defeat in 
Burma and Malaya in 1942, but also the image problem of why the British 
were fighting there, which will be discussed in more detail in the next 
chapter. Up to 1943, most of the British coverage of the war focused on 
North África, the Battle of the Atlantic, and the war in Europe. Although 
Burma received some attention in 1942 and 1943, media attention started 
to decline after early 1944 with the Allied advances in Europe and the 
Pacific, as David Hogan Jr. said in the new introduction to the 2000 
edition of Slinfs 1956 memoir Defeat into Victory. In Burma, the only 
major British general who became famous was the colorful Orde Wingate. 
Slim was also overlooked because of Montgomery, who became the most 
famous British general of the war after El Alamein. 

While CBI Roundup was the newspaper for the American forces, the 
main British news outlet in SEAC was the Seac Souvenir: The Services’ 
Newspaper of South East Asia Command, which was the SEAC newspaper 
for the British 14 th Army in 1944 and 1945. In his memoir, Slim wrote 
that “An innovation [for the troops in SEAC] was to be the publication 
of a theatre newspaper— Seac.” 31 Just before the end of the war in 1945, 
Seucbecame the main source for urging the return of British troops home 
to Britain after their long Service in Southeast Asia. 

Mountbatten said he “wanted to have a joint Anglo-American publi¬ 
cation so as to bring the American and British forces closer together 
in this theatre. [He] thought a weekly picture magazine, on the Life- 
Picture Post model, would be the best. Everyone, even General Stilwell, 
agreed.” 32 However, the Americans and the British could not work out 
their schedules, so as of January 1945 there was still no joint publication. 

Mountbatten also suggested that there should be a joint Anglo-Amer¬ 
ican film about the Burma Campaign, but “when it was found impossible 
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to reach agreement on the script,” he agreed with Marshall to have 
an American film, titled Stilwell Road, and a British film, titled Jungle 
Victory , 33 The U.S. Army in fact produced a documentary titled The 
Stilwell Road (1945), which is now at the National Archives. (The film 
was narrated by Ronald Reagan.) Mountbatten noted that both he and 
Marshall “pledged each other that we would be fair about the share of 
the other nation, and I must say Marshall has kept his word, for this 
film is excellent.” 34 

The British view of the Burma Campaign was the documentary Burma 
Victory (1945), which was released just after the war and highlighted the 
British and Commonwealth forces’ victory in Burma. The November 30, 
1945, issue of the Monthly Film Bulletin stated that “This is a masterly 
survey of a vast and complex campaign, presented with vivid realism,” 
and the November 1, 1945, issue of Kinematograph Weekly wrote that 
it was an “Outstanding documentary.” 35 Ian Kikuchi, a historian at the 
Imperial War Museum in London, wrote that 

[T]he Ministry of Information’s [which was similar to the Office 
of War Information (OWI) in the U.S.] superb and remarkably 
even-handed Burma Victory languishes forgotten, outgunned in 
its own day by Errol FlymTs ludicrous Objective Burma! FlymTs 
“meretricious hodgepodge” (an American airman’s opinion) had 
British troops burning down cinemas in disgust, but crucially 
made it to the big screen before the Japanese surrender and several 
months before Burma Victory.” 36 

Despite this extensive media coverage, the Burma Campaign was 
largely forgotten in Britain in the years after 1945. It was only with 
the passage of time, and the formation of the Burma Star Association, 
under the sponsorship of Mountbatten and Slim, that the troops of the 
“Forgotten Army” began to receive the recognition they deserved. That 
recognition was due in large part to the bravery of British, Indian, and 
African troops in the Second Arakan Campaign of 1944, which became 
the first British land victory against the Japanese. The following chapters 
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describe that campaign and the series of often overlapping Allied and 
Japanese campaigns and battles in CBI from the winter through the 
summer of 1944. 



Chapter Eight 

Return to Burma 


China was the main theater of war for the Japanese, but it had become a 
stalemate for the Japanese Army there after 1938. After Pearl Harbor, the 
Pacific became the main theater of war for the Japanese Navy, because of 
the strategically important islands in the Central Pacific. The U.S. needed 
those islands as bases to attackjapan directly, while the Japanese needed 
them to access raw materiais, especially oil in the Dutch East Indies 
(Indonésia), and the other islands of maritime Southeast Asia. So why 
fight in Burma at all? Because it was the gateway to both China and índia. 

If the relief of China was America’s obsession, and the defense of índia 
was Britam’s, then Burma—the “B” in CBI—was the stepchild, the land- 
in-between, of importance to the Americans only because it contained 
the most direct land route from índia to China, and to the British because 
it either protected (or threatened) the eastern flank of the Raj, the Indian 
Empire (the official name of British índia from 1876-1947), the “Jewel 
in the Crown.” 1 

At the end of 1943, the Japanese were holding a defensive position 
in Burma, planning to delay the Allied advance they expected in 1944. 
There were about 350,000 Japanese troops in Southeast Asia, about half 



100 


Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma 


of them in Burma, where they had five divisions. 2 Burma, which was 
a separate British colony after 1937, had the misfortune to be located 
between the warring powers, and next to Thailand, which was officially 
a Japanese ally, similar to Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria, German Axis 
allies in the Balkans. índia was an empire within the British Empire and 
its largest possession, not a “colony,” as some books mistakenly claim. 
índia was also a founding member of both the League of Nations and 
the United Nations. 

Both the British and the Japanese considered Burma a very important 
theater, for different reasons. The World at War, the outstanding British 
documentary series of World War II, put it this way: “For the British, 
Burma was a shield and barrier protecting their Indian Empire. The 
Japanese saw they could use Burma to screen their new territorial gains 
in Southeast Asia, to cut the Allied supply route to China, and to secure 
new sources of oil and rice.” 3 Hideki Tojo (1884-1948), Japanese Prime 
Minister from 1941 to 1944 and Chief of the Imperial Japanese Army 
General Staff in 1944, told the Prime Minister of Thailand that Burma 
was “a bulwark of the defense for us in the Indian area.” 4 

The Japanese planned to occupy Burma and then destabilize British 
rule in índia. Before the war, Britam’s defense of índia had been focused 
on the Northwest Frontier near Afghanistan, in what is now Pakistan. 
The war changed all that, so that the Assam-Burma-China border became 
all-important from 1942-1944. The Indian Army was asked to defend 
índia for the first time after fighting largely outside índia in British 
imperial campaigns for almost a century. In August 1943 the Japanese 
gave Burma sham independence to reinforce the illusion of the Japanese 
Empire as the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” 5 In November 
1943, the Japanese held the Greater East Asia Conference in Tokyo, 
which was the only major conference of an Axis Power and its satellites 
during the war. 6 Germany was not at this conference, since it was staged 
by Tokyo to demonstrate a show of Asian support for Japanese war 
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aims. The Germans never held a pan-European conference for Nazi- 
occupied Europe. 

Burma is divided by three great rivers: the Chindwin in the west, the 
Irrawaddy in the center, and the Salween in the east. In the west, near 
índia and present-day Bangladesh, are the Chin Hills and the Arakan 
Yoma mountain range along the Bay of Bengal. In the north near China 
are the Paktai and Kumon Ranges. In the center are the Irrawaddy Valley 
and the Bago Yoma range. To the south are the Gulf of Martaban and the 
Rangoon Delta. 7 Then and now, all of Burma’s lines of Communications 
run north and south along the three great river valleys that separate the 
countryls mountain ranges. 8 

In 1942 the Japanese had advanced rapidly up the Irrawaddy Valley 
and had chased the British and the Chinese out of most of Burma. Now, at 
the end of 1943 and the beginning of 1944, the British under Slim and the 
Chinese and Americans under Stilwell were coming back. Stilwell wrote 
in his diary for December 20, 1943: “Oflf for Burma again. Under better 
auspices than last time. CAN WE PUT IT OVER?” 9 (The capitalization 
of the last sentence is in the original.) 

Meanwhile, however, the Japanese were already planning their own 
counter-offensives, one into eastern índia through Burma, and the other 
against ChennaulPs airfields in eastern China. The Japanese position in 
Burma at the end of 1943 was a strong one: “The enemy facing the NCAC 
[Northern Combat Area Command] was the renowned 18 th Division, 
veteran of the first Burma campaign and the conquest of Singapore, 
considered one of the ablest and best-trained divisions in the Japanese 
Army.” 10 This assessment was echoed by Frank McLynn, who referred 
to “the crack Japanese 18 th Division . . . commanded by one of its ace 
generais, Shinichi Tanaka.” 11 It had taken part in the triumphant capture 
of Singapore. 12 The Japanese, battle-hardened and confident, would not 
be easy to dislodge. However, that is exactly what Stilwell and Slim 
intended to do. 
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The Second Arakan Campaign 

In December 1943, while Stilwell was leading his campaign in North 
Burma, Slim began the second Arakan offensive with better trained and 
equipped British forces. By January 1944 there were three Allied fronts 
in Burma: the North Burma front (Stilwell), the Chindwin River front 
(Slinfs XV Corps), and the Arakan front (Slim’s IV Corps). 13 

The Arakan is the western Coastal region of Burma, which includes 
the island of Akyab, whose airfield in British hands would not only 
protect Calcutta but would allow the RAF to support Allied operations in 
Southern Burma. 14 This approach was consistent with the British “sea” 
strategy, as opposed to the American “land” strategy, by which British 
naval, air, and ground forces would sweep around the Japanese in Burma 
and retake Rangoon. That would be the springboard for retaking the 
greatest prize of all, Singapore, whose re-conquest would wipe out the 
shame of its surrender to the Japanese in 1942. The British under Slim had 
tried (and failed) to penetrate the Arakan and seize Akyab in late 1942 and 
early 1943. They tried again a year later, with somewhat better results. 

On January 4, 1944, at the beginning of the second Arakan operation, 
Mountbatten had expressed the British view of SEAC’s strategy in Burma 
when he told his staff that StilwelFs campaign to build the Ledo Road 
(later the Stilwell Road) to connect the Burma Road to China did not 
fit into the “global” strategy, and that SEAC should hold its forces for a 
“major” drive instead of using them piecemeal in Burma, as the British 
had done in 1943. 15 The British reluctance to undertake a major Burmese 
offensive because of their situation in the Arakan and later at Imphal 
and Kohima also gave Chiang a good excuse to delay his promised attack 
on Lungling (a walled fortress city in southwestern China, terminus of 
the old Burma Road), and to not coordinate his strategy with StilwelFs 
drive on Myitkyina in North Burma, which had an important airfield 
the Allies needed. 16 Chiang’s reluctance to conduct a major offensive 
there was to cause more friction in his already estranged relationship 
with Stilwell. Although the British, especially Mountbatten, did not want 
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to fight a land war in Burma, they could not conduct the amphibious 
operations they had planned at Cairo because the landing craft were 
needed for D-Day in Europe. Mountbatten, like it or not, was stuck with 
a ground war in Burma. 

In February 1944, the Japanese 28 th Army in Burma commanded by 
Lieutenant General Shozo Sakurai (1889-1985) counterattacked and cut 
off one of the British divisions in the Arakan at Ngakyedauk Pass (or 
Okedoke Pass). Unlike the year before, the British did not retreat and 
were able to hold their positions, particularly in the Administration 
or “Admin Box,” because of air supplies that were dropped to them 
by USAAF transport planes. RAF fighters cleared the skies of Japanese 
aircraft. 17 The Japanese failed to understand that the British and Indian 
Divisions could be supported and resupplied from the air, and they paid 
the price. ls All RAF and USAAF air supply was coordinated under one 
command, which delivered more than a thousand tons of supplies by air, 
so that the end of February 1944 the British and Indian troops had been 
resupplied and the Japanese beaten back. 19 

Another difference between the two offensives in the Arakan was 
that the morale of the Allied troops was higher the second time. British, 
Indian, and African troops were becoming more confident and more 
adept at jungle warfare. Using armor and artillery, and with continued 
air support, they held out and decimated the Japanese. 20 At the end 
of February, Sakurai retreated. The Japanese had lost their first battle 
against the British. For the first time they realized they were not the 
masters of the jungle. 

However, the British once again failed to take Akyab, which would 
not be captured until January 1945, when Royal Marines landed under 
cover of the Royal Navy’s Far Eastern Fleet. 21 In that sense the Second 
Arakan Campaign also failed, because it did not achieve its objective. 
But in beating the Japanese at their own game in jungle warfare, the 
campaign was a success. Both Slim and the “forgotten” 14 th Army had 
bounced back from the defeats of 1942 and 1943. 
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The campaign also vindicated Mountbatterds insistence on mastering 
two of the “Three M’s”: Morale and Malaria. British and Indian morale 
was much higher than it had been before, in part because of improved 
sanitation and other measures to combat malaria. Mountbatten wrote in 
his diary of the improved morale: “This battle, which is now at its height, 
is of the utmost importance to us in South-East Asia, as it is a battle of 
morale.. .The same troops that ran before [Japanese General] Tanabashi 
last year have stood firm to the last man this year and I feel confident of 
ultimate victory.” 22 In that sense the Second Arakan Campaign, although 
it was Slim’s victory foremost, was also when Mountbatten began to 
emerge as a resourceful and successful supreme commander. 

In his memoir on the Burma Campaign, Defeat into Victory, Slim wrote 
on why the Second Arakan was the first major turning point of the 
Burma Campaign in 1944: 

This Arakan battle, judged by the size of the forces engaged, was 
not of great magnitude, but it was, nevertheless, one of the historie 
successes of British arms. It was the turning-point of the Burma 
campaign. For the first time a British force had met, held, and 
decisively defeated a major Japanese attack, and followed this up 
by driving the enemy out of the strongest possible natural positions 
that they had been preparing for months and were determined to 
hold at all costs. British and Indian soldiers had proved themselves, 
man for man, the masters of the best the Japanese could bring 
against them... The legend of Japanese invincibility in the jungle, 
so long fostered by so many who should have known better, was 
smashed. 23 

Although it is true that by the end of the campaign Slim and the men 
of the 14 th Army were fighting Japanese soldiers who were on the verge 
of starvation, because they had outrun their supply lines, that does not 
take away from the importance of the Allied victory in the Arakan. The 
British mastered the art of logistics, re-supplying their troops by air, 
while the Japanese did not. Never good at logistics, their retreat became 
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a rout. Starving or not, they still fought fiercely, and full credit is due 
to the soldiers of Slim’s 14 th Army. 




Chapter Nine 

Trouble Brewing 
More than Tea 


While Slim’s forces held out in the Arakan and began to beat the 
Japanese at jungle warfare, StilwelFs Chinese forces began advancing 
in North Burma. Their strategic objective was the airfield at Myitkyina, 
which was very important as a base for Allied air operations in North 
Burma for 1944. The Chindits under their colorful and controversial 
leader Orde Wingate were planning to launch a major offensive code- 
named “Operation Thursday,” where they would cut Japanese supply 
lines to support operations by conventional forces, seize the airfield at 
Indaw, and attack the “White City,” unlike the year before when they 
had gone into Burma as long-range raiders. 

In March 1944 Wingate was killed in an air crash during the operation. 
After his death control of the Chindits formally passed to StilwelFs 
command in May 1944. StilwelFs leadership of the Chindits in 1944, espe- 
cially the way he used them in North Burma, would become controversial 
during that period and after the war, because he used them as regular 
infantry and not as a guerrilla force behind the Japanese lines. His treat- 
ment of them and of MerrilFs Marauders during the siege of Myitkyina, 
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where he pushed them beyond their limits and so incurred their hatred, 
would be the most controversial episode of his military career. 

Meanwhile, the Stilwell-Mountbatten relationship, which had looked 
promising in late 1943, was rapidly deteriorating, especially on StilwelFs 
part. Stilwell and Mountbatten were never friends and StilwelFs Anglo- 
phobia was still very strong. Stilwell wrote in his diary on January 8, 1944: 
“Louis [Mountbatten] welches on entire program. . . Limey program: 
(1) Stop road at Ledo. (2) Do not attack Burma. (3) Go to Sumatra. (4) 
Include Hongkong in SEAC!” 1 

By the spring of 1944 Stilwell was calling Mountbatten “The Glamour 
Boy” in his diary." While this was true up to a point, and Mountbatten 
certainly dressed for the part, he was not just a dashing naval officer 
as already noted. What Stilwell overlooked, or perhaps did not know, 
was that Mountbatten had worked his way up through the Royal Navy, 
had taken a signals course in 1927 because he wanted to learn about 
radio, and had always driven himself, his ships, and his men very hard— 
perhaps too hard—throughout his career. Although Mountbatten never 
fully understood StilwelFs animosity then or later, he knew Stilwell was 
not easy to work with, especially given the pressures he was facing 
in Burma and his difficulties with Chiang. Mountbatten’s diary entries 
about Stilwell, though often frank, were never as vituperative as StilwelFs 
comments about Mountbatten. When Mountbatten badly injured his eye 
in a jeep accident while visiting StilwelFs headquarters in March 1944, 
and had to be sent to a U.S. Army hospital (where fortunately there was 
an expert eye doctor), he noted in his diary that “I was much touched 
that old Joe Stilwell should have flown up from the Front on Sunday to 
come and pay me a visit in hospital. He and I always get along very well 
personally.” 3 In June 1944 Mountbatten wrote in his diary that: 

Stilwell has always shown himself as quite remarkably friendly 
to me ... If only I could see him every day there would never 
be any difficulties in this Command between the Americans and 
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ourselves. Not that we do have many difficulties, as our relations 
on the whole are now quite good. 4 

Mountbatten as Supreme Commander was in overall charge of the 
British operations in the Arakan and in Bengal-Assam, while Stilwell as 
U.S. Commanding General in CBI was in charge of the Chinese forces 
in North Burma. Mountbatten did not have direct operational control 
over Stilwelfs forces, but Stilwell was supposed to keep Mountbatten 
informed, which he was not doing by January 1944. In contrast, Slim was 
General Officer Commanding (G.O.C.) of the 14 th Army, and reported to 
Mountbatten and the British Chiefs of Staff. 

Mountbatten and Stilwell had a clash on New Ycarts Day 1944 over the 
question of command and control. Mountbatten recorded this incident 
in his diary, where he wrote: 

I had a typical passage of arms with General Stilwell at a meeting on 
New Year’s Day. We were arguing about when certain American 
Units, which were attached to and training with British forces, 
should be moved into Burma. General Stilwell said, “I should like 
it placed on record that I am responsible for the training of all 
American forces in this theatre and I am the person to decide 
when they are adequately trained and can move forward.” 

I replied: “I accept that in principie, but would remind you that these 
troops are being trained under British officers. I am responsible 
for operations and will decide when Units move into the fighting 
lines. In other words, General, I should like to place on record 
that I am the Supreme Commander out here and that what I say 
goes.” He took it very good-naturedly and laughed and said “We 
none of us dispute that.” 5 

In contrast to Mountbatten’s detailed account, Stilwelfs diary entry 
for January 1, 1944, said simply: “Saw Louis [Mountbatten] at 2:00. 
Walla-walla. He wont take command; doesn’t know where he is.” 6 This 
dismissive comment reflects Stilwelfs frustration at what he saw as 
Mountbatten’s lack of leadership. Stilwell, never good in staff meetings, 
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simply wanted to get on with flghting the war. Mountbatten understand- 
ably wanted to show him who was boss. 

At this point, SEAC’s unwieldy command structure caused more 
problems. Stilwell was not only U.S. forces commander in CBI, and 
Chiang’s chief of staff commanding Chinese forces, and Mountbatten’s 
deputy supreme commander, but by now he was also the commanding 
general of the newly created “Northern Combat Area Command.” Thus, 
when he began his offensive against Myitkyina in North Burma with both 
Chinese and American troops, it was unclear who would be his superior 
officer. Technically, it should have been British General Sir George 
Giffard (1886-1964), Commander-in-Chief of Allied Land Forces in SEAC. 
However, as SEAC Deputy Supreme Commander, Stilwell outranked 
Giffard. Moreover, Stilwell did not like Giffard, believing he was not 
aggressive enough. Stilwell put it more bluntly: “That old buzzard Giffard 
is not going to command or coordinate me.” 7 Finally, Stilwell agreed to 
serve under one British commander and one only: Bill Slim! Since he was 
junior in rank to both Giffard and Stilwell, this made no sense from an 
organizational viewpoint, but it was a practical solution to the problem. 8 
Mountbatten noted that at Cairo in November 1943, Churchill, FDR, 
and Chiang had already approved the “temporary solution” that Stilwell 
would be under Slinfs command until Stilwell’s forces reached the town 
of Kamaing in North Burma. Thus, Stilwelfs insistence that he not serve 
under Giffard should have come as no surprise to anyone at the meeting. 

Stilwell asked Slim: “Sir, as 14 th Army commander, do you have any 
orders for me?” Slim said, “No, sir. And, as deputy commander, do you 
have any orders for me?” Stilwell grinned and said, “Not on your life.” 9 

On January 31, 1944, Mountbatten had another meeting with Stilwell 
and the SEAC Commanders-in-Chief in New Delhi. Mountbatten wrote 
in his diary the meeting was to discuss a “very important paper,” which, 
according to Philp Ziegler, was “almost certainly the revised CULVERIN, 
a plan for an attack on Sumatra.” 10 Mountbatten later wrote that “Lieut- 
General Stilwell did not accept my view that the route of advance to a 
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port on the China coast was shorter via Sumatra than via Burma and 
Yunnan.” 11 This was putting it mildly: Stilwell did not agree with the 
“sea” strategy, and Mountbatten did not agree with the “land” strategy. 

Here is StilwelFs account of what happened at the meeting on January 
31: 


The Limeys take me more seriously now. But they won’t fight 
if they can help it. Blew off my head about “the plan” that “we 
global strategy” experts have evolved.Fancy charts, false figures, 
and dirty intentions. Got nowhere, of course. Told them “To hell 
with logistics.” And mentioned Clive and his 123 soldiers. Dead 
silence. 13 [italics in original] 

Here is Wedemeyeris account of the meeting: 

Comments were favorable as to the soundness of our strategy 
from all sources except General Stilwell. He said that the way 
to defeat the Japanese in this area was to build a strong Chinese 
Army and drive to the sea. I agreed with him but added, “ if it were 
logistically possible,” “Clive wasnT worried about logistics,” he 
said. “No,” I answered, “but Clive did not have airplanes, either. 
We just canT do it unless we can install and maintain lines of 
communication to the interior of China. Our technical experts tell 
us that we cannot do that for at least two years” ... Stilwell went 
back to China frustrated and furious. 14 

McLynn summarized the meeting as follows: 

Once again, the personality clashes reflected differential Anglo- 
American global perceptions. Almost all British politicians and 
generais by now regarded Burma as an expensive waste of time and 
Chiang as a waste of space. Churchill himself intensely disliked the 
idea of a campaign in north Burma . . . Meanwhile FDR remained 
adamant in his support for Chiang and had no interest in diversions 
to Singapore and Hong Kong, which he saw merely as ChurchilFs 
attempts to regain the British Empire. 15 
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Along with the British, American, and Chinese offensives in the first 
half of 1944, another important development in the strategic operations of 
CBI and SEAC was the AXIOM Mission in the winter and spring of 1944. 
Originally code-named CULVERIN, AXIOM was part of Mountbatten’s 
desire for a seaborne strategy that would land in Sumatra, as opposed 
to Stilwelfs road strategy in Burma. 16 Mountbatten wanted AXIOM to 
begin in the winter of 1944-1945 when he could have the landing craft 
that would no longer be needed in Europe after D-Day. Mountbatten’s 
timetable angered Stilwell, along with Mountbatten’s telling him to 
not take Myitkyina and advance only to the Moguang valley before 
the monsoon season. 17 So, to break the deadlock, both Mountbatten 
and Stilwell each sent their own respective missions to London and 
Washington. 

As already noted, StilwelPs obsession with the overland route to 
China was part of the larger U.S. mission of supplying China through 
Burma. Stilwell also mistrusted British motives, always seeing them 
through the lens of imperial designs. The Stilwell Papers make this very 
clear, explaining the two different strategies in CBI. 18 When Stilwell 
learned that Mountbatten was sending Wedemeyer, who was a major 
advocate of AXIOM, 19 to London and Washington to discuss the plan, 
Stilwell sent his own mission tive days ahead of Wedemeyer, without 
telling Mountbatten. Stilwell explained that he wanted to “checkmate 
the Lindes.” 20 He need not have bothered. The Combined Chiefs of Staff 
opposed Mountbatten’s plan because they needed all of the landing craft 
for D-Day and in the Pacific. (D-Day was actually postponed a month 
due to the shortage of landing craft and the need for more preparation.) 
The U.S. Joint Chiefs also opposed the plan and FDR vetoed it, seeing 
it as a colonialist enterprise. Finally, they opposed the plan because the 
U.S. Pacific strategy was based on the Luzon-Formosa-Canton triangle 
and the capture of Myitkyina would provide an important airbase for 
long-range bombers." 1 
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Churchill, who had said “I liked Mountbatten’s new plan,” 22 opposed 
the American decision to reject AXIOM, but the Japanese attacks on 
índia at Kohima and Imphal in early 1944 resolved the issue of the North 
Burma campaign in favor of Stilwell. All this meant that Mountbatten 
could not launch a seaborne offensive in 1944 and Slim would lead the 
land offensive into Burma. By late 1944 it was clear that the European 
war would not be over in the winter of 1944-1945, which meant that 
amphibious operations in SEAC would not go ahead as planned. It is 
ironic that after the war Mountbatten would become Earl Mountbatten 
of Burma, although he had never wanted to fight a land war in Burma 
in the first place. 

Stilwelfs going behind Mountbatten’s back, which verged on insub- 
ordination, so angered Mountbatten that he sent a message to Marshall 
requesting Stilwelfs dismissal. Marshall urged Mountbatten to recon- 
sider, and then attempted to end the trouble between him and Stilwell 
for good, writing Mountbatten as follows: 

You will find, if you get below the surface, that he wants merely 
to get things done without delays ... He will provide tremendous 
energy, courage and unlimited imagination to any aggressive 
proposals and operations. His mind is far more alert than almost 
any of our generais and his training and understanding are on 
an unusually high levei. Impatience with conservatism and slow 
motion is his weakness—but a damned good one in this emer- 

23 

gency. 

On March 3, 1944, Marshall sent a message to Stilwell in which he 
ordered him to reestablish a “working relationship” with Mountbatten 
and his staff. 24 There is no mention of this flap as such in either 
Stilwelfs or Mountbatten’s published diaries for this period. However, 
Stilwelfs unpublished notes are quoted in Stilwell’s CommandProblems." 5 
Mountbatten later wrote in his Report that “[I]n one of his other capacities, 
Lieut.-General Stilwell considered it his duty to send his own Mission to 
Washington, ahead of mine without informing me of the fact.” 26 Part of 
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the issue, as Marshall pointed out, was that the AXIOM dispute had been 
leaked to the press. “ 7 In fact, that same day John MacCormac wrote in 
the New York Times the following comment: 

General Stilwell is reported to be disappointed at the failure to 
launch a large-scale campaign to retake Burma. Some younger 
American officers are said to hold the same view and have spread 
the report here that Admirai Mountbatten, regarded in the Euro- 
pean war as a commander of great initiative and resourcefulness, 
was proving a disappointment in his new post. It is reported, 
however, that General Wedemeyer, who, because of his position, 
knows the difficulties under which Admirai Mountbatten must 
operate, does not share this view. . . It is known, in fact, that 
some American observers have asserted to President Roosevelt 
that Britain is far more likely to regard the recapture of Burma 
and Malaya as chief objectives in the southeast Asia campaign 
than the opening up of supply routes into China to facilitate an 
attack on Japan—which would be the American idea of putting 
first things first." 8 

One month later Hanson W. Baldwin, the military editor of the New 
York Times, wrote: “The British have never looked with much favor 
on a Burma campaign. The British regard the Andaman Islands, an 
amphibious operation against Malaya and the capture of Singapore as 
the logical objectives.” 29 

Stilwell duly “ate crow,” as he put it, and told Marshall that he and 
Mountbatten were now “goodpersonal friends.” 30 Although Mountbatten 
accepted StilwelFs apology, he wrote to Field-Marshal Sir John Dill 
(1881-1944), head of the British Military Mission in Washington (and 
a close friend of Marshall’s), 

He really is a grand old warrior but only the Trinity could carry 
out his duties which require him to be in Delhi, Chungking and 
the Ledo Front simultaneously, and I still think Al Wedemeyer 
or Sultan [U.S. Lieutenant General Daniel Sultan (1885-1947), 
Stilwell’s deputy in CBI] should be appointed as Commanding 
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General for the American SEA theater and that Stilwelfs command 
should be confined to China though he could certainly continue 
with the title of deputy SAC [Supreme Allied Commander], SEA, 
since he had never really done anything about those duties during 
the whole time I have been out here. 31 

Only two Allied commanders in SEAC—Stilwell and Slim—were actu- 
ally fighting the Japanese, and Mountbatten proposed to remove one of 
them from the field but allow him to stay in a meaningless administrative 
position. 

Mountbatten wrote Stilwell, “I am so glad that we were able to get 
together again and resolve all our outstanding difficulties, as indeed we 
always seem to succeed in doing when we meet.” 32 Marshall sent Stilwell 
a coded radio message, which read in part: 

I have now come to the conclusion in the effort to find some man 
to improve the abnormal command relationships in the South East 
Asia and in China Theaters: It seems to me that so long as you 
feel it necessary to exercise command and leadership of the Ledo 
Road Force, Sultan should have delegated to him authority to act 
directly with Mountbatten in practically all matters, subject to the 
policies that you have established. 33 

The fallout over the AXIOM Mission was also exacerbated when 
Wedemeyer, who had played a minor role in SEAC up to this point, 
now became one of Stilwelfs opponents, which shaped the last period 
of Stilwelfs time in CBI. On June 22, 1944, Stilwell wrote in his diary 
that “Louis wants me relieved as deputy supreme Allied commander and 
has approached Marshall. Substitute to be Wedemeyer or Sultan. Good 
God—to be ousted in favor of Wedemeyer—that would be a disgrace. 
Just a feeling of relief if it’s done.” 34 Wedemeyer for his part wrote “I 
had never accepted the Stilwell premise that an all-weather road should 
be constructed and maintained through the jungles and rugged terrain 
of northern Burma.” 35 However, what Wedemeyer called “the Stilwell 
premise” was basic U.S. policy, from FDR on down—to reconnect the 
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old Burma Road. Stilwell agreed with that policy and sought to carry 
it out. 36 Churchill and Mountbatten disagreed with that policy. That 
was the conflict in a nutshell. 

On February 3, 1944, Mountbatten had written to Lt. General H. L. 
(“Pug”) Ismay (1887-1965), ChurchilFs chief military assistant and staff 
officer, and later Mountbatten’s Chief of Staff in índia in 1947, about 
Stilwell and the Americans, as follows: 

It is only at the levei of the war staff that the American point of 
view can be put forward, because the CINCs' planners include only 
a few of Stilwell’s representatives. These all have the same mistrust 
and dislike of the British that Stilwell has. This is illustrated by 
the fact that Stilwelfs and his staff completely disagree with the 
strategy paper [regarding AXIOM], in spite of the fact that the 
Americans on Mountbatten’s staff agree with it entirely . . . 

In three months the American staff have completely altered the 
relationship between the British and American forces in SEAC. 
Wavell and Auchinleck have told him that all of StilwelFs forces 
have been mistrustful and deceitful. When some of Mountbatten's 
young American staff officers first arrived, they had to live with 
General Stilwelfs staff because of the shortage of accommodation. 
The other members of Mountbatten's staff virtually ostracised 
them. Much of this antagonism has disappeared. Mountbatten is 
on friendly terms with “Vinegar Joe,” and Mountbatten’s American 
staff has improved relations, but Stilwell still harbours anti-British 
feelings. Mountbatten’s American staff has done so much to 
improve relations. . . 37 

Despite the friction between them, Stilwell and Mountbatten were able 
to cooperate some of the time. In December 1943, the U.S. Tenth Air Force 
of the U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF) and the RAF Bengal Command 
were combined to create an “integrated” Anglo-American command, 
similar to Eisenhower combining the USAAF and the RAF for D-Day in 
Europe. 38 The combined forces were designated Eastern Air Command 
(EAC), to be commanded by U.S. Major General George Stratemeyer, 
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who in turn would report to RAF Air Chief Marshal Sir Richard Peirse 
(1892-1970), the SEAC Air Commander in-Chief. “In effect, the British, 
while retaining the top-ranking position in the air organization, had 
relinquished operational control of all combat units to Stratemeyer.” 39 

In a letter to Lt. General H.H. (“Hap”) Arnold (1886-1950), Commanding 
General of the U.S. Army Air Force (USAAF), Mountbatten wrote: 

Things are going so well that Mountbatten hesitates to report 
StilwelFs interference in SACSEA’s operational orders to 10 
USAAF. However, he has the whole matter on record, to produce in 
defence of the vital need for integration, if ever this is questioned. 
He and Stilwell are, in fact, getting on much better now that the 
matter of 10 USAAF has been settled. 40 [my italics] 

The “matter” was who would control the Tenth Air Force. Mountbatten 
asserted his authority as Supreme Commander to put it under a unified 
command and Marshall agreed with him. 

On March 16, 1944, Mountbatten wrote to the JCS that: 

After seeing the performance of StilwelFs Chinese forces and 
hearing of the wonderful show which Wingate and Cochran’s No. 
1 Air Commando have put up I am becoming convinced that Allied 
Forces could march all over Burma provided they have adequate 
air supply and air support and yet more transport aircraft and the 
rapid formation of further Air Commandos on Cochran’s style 
both in England and America. 41 

This was one strategic area upon which both Stilwell and Mountbatten 
agreed, even though they were fighting separate campaigns, because 
aircraft were essential in supplying the army in remote areas of Burma 
and evacuating the wounded. Mountbatten finally got the first 100 out of 
a total of 400 transport planes from the U.S. in May 1944, which changed 
the Allied strategy in Burma for the rest of the war in 1944 and 1945. 4 “ 
After the spring of 1944 Allied air power made it easier to conduct long- 
range operations in Burma, which the Allies had not had been able to do 
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in 1942 and 1943. Ground troops could be supplied by air, the wounded 
could be evacuated by air, and the Japanese lost control of the airspace 
over North Burma. As the authors of StilwelVs Command Problems put 
it, “Thus SEAC began to acquire the great fleets of air transports which 
so changed the nature of war in Burma.” 43 

The Japanese attack on the Arakan front in February 1944 once again 
exposed the major differences in Allied strategy in CBI and SEAC between 
the U.S. and Britain and between Mountbatten and Stilwell. In particular, 
Stilwell and Mountbatten did not agree about how many aircraft were 
needed in the respective British and American theaters in Burma. On 
February 14, 1944, Mountbatten asked Stilwell to ask the Combined 
Chiefs of Staff (CCS) for thirty “Hump” planes for the Arakan supply 
dropping. On February 17, Stilwell wired New Delhi about the situation 
in the Arakan, saying he did not think that it was serious enough to call 
for the aircraft. However, Mountbatten persisted and a few days later the 
CCS approved shifting twenty-five C-46’s with crews from the Assam- 
Yunnan airway. They helped to solve the Arakan supply problem and 
allowed the British to take the offensive. 44 

Another order carne from Mountbatten the following month, directing 
both Stilwell and Peirse to divert up to 30 C-47 aircraft to assist Slim. 45 On 
February 21,1944, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff had asked the British Chiefs 
of Staff to direct Mountbatten to seize both Myitkyina and Schwebo, a 
city in north central Burma. 46 London replied that Mountbatten had 
undertaken the maximum offensive based on his communication lines 
and also that Stilwell could not take or hold Myitkyina. (As we will 
see, they were wrong about that!) Although Mountbatten was more 
concerned about the Arakan offensive, he wanted to speed up the building 
of the Hump Airway, saying that even if the Fedo Road were opened, 
the relatively small amount that could be transported would be of little 
value to China. 47 

Thus, two different Allied campaigns were being fought within the 
larger Burma Campaign by 1944. Stilwell and Slim were fighting on 
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separate land fronts in Burma, while Mountbatten and Wedemeyer 
became convinced that a sweeping amphibious operation would be more 
effective. At odds were two very different strategies. Those strategies 
were the outcome of the changing situation that unfolded in late 1943 
and early 1944. They also reflected how the Burma Campaign fitted 
into the wider context of Anglo-American relations in World War II. 
Personalities aside, Stilwell and Mountbatten simply represented two 
very different national interests, one wishing to go by land, the other 
wishing to go by sea. 

In the spring of 1944, however, the Japanese would force Mountbatten’s 
hand by launching a major offensive across the Chindwin River into índia. 
Mountbatten had a land war in Burma, whether he wanted one or not. 




Chapter Ten 

The Japanese Strike Back 
—Kohima and Imphal 


While Mountbatten and Stilwell were overseeing their respective 
campaigns in Burma, the Japanese were planning a major offensive in 
Assam in the spring of 1944, to which the Arakan offensive in February 
1944 had been the prelude. Mountbatten as Supreme Commander of 
SEAC was in overall charge of the British operations in the Arakan 
and in Bengal-Assam, while Stilwell as the U.S. Commanding General 
in CBI was in charge of the Chinese forces fighting in North Burma. 
Thus, although Mountbatten did not have direct operational control over 
Stilwell’s forces, Stilwell was supposed to keep Mountbatten informed 
of what he did. However, by January 1944 Stilwell was operating as an 
independent commander. In contrast to this unwieldy chain of command, 
Slim, as General Officer Commanding (G.O.C.) of the 14 th Army, reported 
to Mountbatten, who in turn reported to the British Chiefs of Staff. 

Meanwhile, the Japanese considered Assam, not the Arakan, of criticai 
importance. According to Ziegler, “By striking at Assam, the Japanese 
believed that they would sever Communications between the 14 th Army 
and Stilwell’s Chinese forces in the north, and prepare a bridgehead from 



122 


Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma 


which the British hegemony in índia could be destroyed.” 1 The goal of 
the Japanese plan, code-named the U Go offensive, or Operation C, was 
to halt the Allied advance back into Burma. The Japanese saw it as “the 
final throw in Southeast Asia.” 2 It was actually a limited offensive. The 
Japanese armed forces were still thinking of offensive as opposed to 
defensive strategy, which they did not use except in the Pacific during 
their retreat there after 1943. It would have been better for the Japanese 
to have withdrawn behind the Chindwin or the Irrawaddy and then 
to have waited for the British, instead of advancing into eastern índia, 
which was at the end of their supply lines. The Japanese, never good 
at logistics, were about to launch a campaign that would cause them to 
outrun their lines of supply and be forced back into Burma. They ran 
into unexpectedly tough resistance: the men of the 14 th Army. 

The two main components of the Japanese Burma Area Army 
(1943-1945) in 1944 were the 15 th and the 28 th Armies with twelve divi- 
sions, eight divisions of seasoned Japanese troops andfourThai divisions. 3 
On the eve of the operation, General Renya Mutaguchi (1888-1966), who 
had commanded the Japanese 15 th Army since 1943, gave a “pep talk” to 
his troops on the importance of the Assam campaign: 

The Army has now reached the State of invincibility, and the day 
when the Rising Sun shall proclaim our definite victory in índia is 
not far off. When we strike we must reach our objectives with the 
speed of wildfire despite the obstacles of the river, mountain and 
labyrinthine jungle. We must sweep aside the paltry opposition 
we encounter and add luster to the Army tradition by achieving 
a victory of annihilation. Both officers and men must fight to the 
death for their country and accept the burden of duties that are 
the lot of a soldier of Japan. 4 

This statement summed up the Japanese determination to fight to 
the death. However, that determination would lead not to victory, but 
rather to one of the two greatest land defeats for the Japanese Imperial 
Army in World War II (along with the Soviet invasion of Manchuria 
inAugust 1945). 
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The Japanese attacked across the Chindwin River in March 1944. When 
the Imphal campaign began, Slim’s three main choices were to advance 
across the Chindwin to meet the Japanese, defend the western river-bank, 
or sit tight in the Imphal area, which is what he did. By the spring of 1944, 
Stilwell was fighting one battle in North Burma and Slim was fighting 
another in the Arakan, until the Japanese called off their offensive there. 
Because of the Japanese offensive in Assam, SlinCs forces would fight in 
northeast índia for the rest of the spring and early summer of 1944. The 
Battles of Imphal and Kohima (sometimes called “the Stalingrad of the 
East,” due to the ferocity of the fighting, not the size of the battles) from 
March to June 1944, soon turned into a series of bloody battles where 
British and Indian forces held out against a strong Japanese force. 

The battles of Kohima and Imphal were Slim’s battles; Mountbatten 
as Supreme Commander did not take direct control, except when he 
sent the British 2 nd Division to relieve the Siege of Kohima in April 
1944. After Kohima was relieved in a series of fierce battles, such as the 
famous “Battle of the Tennis Court” (April-May 1944), the British then 
focused on relieving Imphal. On June 22, 1944, the British finally linked 
the Kohima-Imphal Road. 5 

The Japanese Army called off the offensive and began to retreat back 
into Burma, over the mountains and back across the Chindwin. It was 
a death-strewn retreat. By July 4, 1944, over 17,000 Japanese troops had 
been killed and the 15 th and 31 st Japanese Divisions had been wiped out 
as combat organizations. 6 

British historian Eric Morris wrote the following comment on the 
campaign: 

The Battle of Kohima and Imphal falis into two phases. The first 
was the Japanese offensive, from March 8 until April 5, when they 
cut off the IV Corps at Imphal and smaller garrisons at Kohima 
and Jorsoma. It then took the defenders until June 22 to break the 
encirclement. Imphal has sometimes been mistakenly portrayed 
as two or even three battles. In fact, Slim conducted the operation 
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as a single coherent engagement, never losing sight of his original 
objective: to inflict a crippling defeat on the enemy as a prelude 
to the invasion of Burma. 7 

The battles of Kohima and Imphal were the high point of the Japanese 
efforts to stop the British from regaining Burma. They also illustrated 
the different military priorities between the British and the U.S. in CBI 
by 1944. Since Kohima and Imphal were British battles, they did not have 
a direct impact on Anglo-American relations. Almost all of the accounts 
of the two battles have focused on how they turned the tide against the 
Japanese in Burma in 1944. There were two separate campaigns going 
on at the same time, with Stilwell fighting to build the Ledo Road and 
the British fighting a defensive campaign against the Japanese invasion. 
Once again, they reflected the American obsession with China and the 
British obsession with índia. 

After the end of the Imphal-Kohima campaign, Mountbatten wrote 
in his report: 

In the third week of June, the situation was criticai, and it seemed 
possible, after all the efforts of the previous two months, that 
early in June, the IV would finally run out of reserves. But on June 
22, with a week and a half in hand, the 2d British and 5 th Indian 
divisions met at a point twenty-nine miles north of Imphal and the 
road to the plain was open. On the same day the convoys began 
to roll in. The Japanese bid for índia was virtually over, and ahead 
lay the prospect of the first major victory in Burma. 8 

Mountbatten described Kohima as “[Pjrobably one of the greatest 
battles in history ... in effect the Battle of Burma ... naked unparalleled 
heroism ... the British/Indian Thermopylae. In the annals of military 
history, this great battle of Kohima is known as The Battle of the Tennis 
Court, and in this tennis court lie the mortal remains of thousands of 
Allied soldiers, who could not make it back to their homes and their dear 
ones.” 9 The reference to Thermopylae may appear to be exaggerated, 
but there is a valid historical parallel between the 300 Spartans in 480 
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BC 10 and the defenders of Kohima in 1944. As the words of the Kohima 
Memorial put it, “for your tomorrow we gave our today,” which echo 
the lines of Thermopylae, “Go tell the Spartans, you that passeth by, that 
here obedient to their word we lie.” Just as the Spartans saved Greece, 
the men at Kohima saved índia. 

Once again, as in the Arakan, Allied air power played a decisive role, 
making it possible for British and Indian troops to fight for three months, 
relying on air supplies. The Japanese lamented their own lack of supplies; 
one radio broadcast said, “The enemy received food supplies through 
the air route, while our men continued in battle eating a handful of 
barley or grain.” 11 

When the British-Indian troops advanced to the India-Burma border 
in July 1944, they found the remaining Japanese forces in Burma were 
wounded, tired, hungry, on the run, and desperate after their disastrous 
rout. Following the victories at Kohima and Imphal, Slim began preparing 
for the final part of the Burma Campaign after mid-1944. He later wrote: 
“Our problem, therefore, was to get as many divisions and as much 
armour as possible, and as quickly as possible, into the Shwebo Plain [in 
central Burma], and there fight an army battle.” 12 

On June 27, 1944, General Arnold sent the following message to 
Mountbatten congratulating him and SEAC for reopening the Imphal 
Road, which was summarized as follows in the Mountbatten Archives: 

Arnold congratulates Mountbatten and all those concerned in 
SEAC on the reopening of the Imphal Road. Conditions were 
very difficult, and this could not have been achieved without “the 
fine aggressive spirit which I am sure will carry us on to further 
victories.” 13 

During the Imphal and Kohima battles, Slim went to Stilwell s head- 
quarters to discuss the main issues of CBI, which included the Chinese 
divisions under Stilwell. Later, Slim wrote: 
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In all these actions Stilwell kept a close hand on the Chinese 
troops, steadying them when they faltered, prodding them when 
they hesitated, even finding their battalions for them when they 
lost them ... Stilwell met me at the airfield looking more like a 
duck hunter than ever, with his wind jacket, campaign hat, and 
leggings ... I was struck as I always was when I visited Stilwell’s 
headquarters, how unnecessarily primitive all its arrangements 
were. There was, compared with my own or other headquarters, 
no shortage of transport or supplies, yet he delighted in [an] 
exhibition of rough living, which like his omission of rank badges 
and the rest was designed to foster the idea of the tough, hard- 
bitten, plain, fighting general. Goodness knows he was tough and 
wiry enough to be recognised as such without the play acting ... 
Stilwell, thank heaven, had a sense of humour and he could and 
did, not infrequently, laugh at himself. 14 

This statement shows how much Slim admired Stilwell as a soldier’s 
general like himself. Although Stilwell disliked most of the British he 
met in CBI, he and Slim got along well because they were very similar. 
Stilwell was an old-line infantry officer and Slim had been a Gurkha 
officer in the Indian Army after World War I. Both of them personally 
led and inspired their troops. Back in March 1942, during the British 
retreat from Burma, Stilwell had praised Slim as a general, writing in his 
diary “Good old Slim. Maybe he’s all right after all. 15 

In the introduction to Slim’s memoirs, David W. Hogan described his 
opinion of Stilwell: 

Notwithstanding his disagreements with Stilwell on many points 
of strategy, Slim actually appears to like the acerbic American. To 
be sure, he clearly finds Stilwell to be a bit of a caricature with 
his stubbornness, his unnecessary prejudices, and his efforts to 
maintain for press and public the image of a rugged foot soldier, 
uninterested in the trappings of command. But Slim was impressed 
with Stilwelfs mental and physical toughness, determination, 
sincerity, and courage. He evaluates Stilwell as “not a great soldier 
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in the highest sense, but he was a leader in the field; no one else 
I know could have made his Chinese do what they did.” 16 

Perhaps most importantly, both Stilwell and Slim liked and respected 
Asian soldiers, unlike many of the British and American officers in 
the theater. 17 They both wanted to fight a land war in Burma, while 
Mountbatten was fixated on amphibious operations. Like Mountbatten, 
and unlike Stilwell, Slim tried to work with his allies and did not criticize 
them publicly. However, Slim was not as concerned with his historie 
image as was Mountbatten, and was not a prima donna like Montgomery, 
who caused problems with Eisenhower in Europe both before and after 
D-Day. is Slim was simply a superb field general. As a modern historian 
wrote: 


The reason the Japanese faced such tough, disciplined and versátile 
forces at Kohima-Imphal was that Slim himself had forged a “New 
Model Army” 19 and had worked for nearly two years on building 
up equipment, morale, elan and esprit de corps. Besides, SlinTs 
personality was ideal for this particular campaign, since he had 
two great gifts: the ability to turn round a battle that was going in 
the enemy’s favour; and the talent to improvise quickly so that the 
enemy was soon dancing to his tune. In contrast to the muddled 
objectives of the Japanese, he knew precisely what his aims were 
at every hour of every day, and this clarity communicated itself in 
his lucid and economical strategic briefings, which so impressed all 
who heard them. A master of timing, he had the art of proceeding 
neither too fast nor too slow. 20 




Chapter Eleven 

The Siege of Myitkyina 


Myitkyina in North Burma, with its airfield, was the key to reopening 
the Burma Road. Its capture by the Japanese in 1942 effectively ended 
the First Burma Campaign. 1 As long as it remained in Japanese hands, 
Allied supplies would have to be flown from índia into China over 
the Hump, a long and dangerous journey, and Japanese planes could 
harass the cargo planes flying that route. Taking it would allow Allied 
planes to fly a safer, more southerly route. Moreover, taking Myitkyina 
could also split Japanese forces in North Burma and open the way for 
the Allies to drive down the Irrawaddy Valley to Mandalay in Central 
Burma. 2 At the same time, the Siege of Myitkyina, along with the Arakan 
offensive, highlighted the strategic, political, and personal differences 
between Mountbatten and Stilwell in CBI and SEAC. Myitkyina was 
part of the Chinese and American campaign to build the Ledo Road and 
connect it with the Burma Road as the Allied land route to China through 
North Burma. The British concentrated on Western Burma, heading for 
Rangoon, as the way back to Singapore. 

The main Japanese force facing StilwelFs Northern Combat Area 
Command (NCAC) was the crack 18 th Division (the Chrysanthemum 
Division ), one of the ablest and best-trained divisions of the Imperial 
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Japanese Army, which had participated in the First Burma Campaign 
and the capture of Singapore. 3 Defending Myitkyina itself were elements 
of the 33 rd Imperial Japanese Army (1944-1945) under General Masaki 
Honda. 4 He had even placed the garrison, at first consisting of only about 
300 men, under his direct command. 5 

The Japanese Order of Battle under the 33 rd IJA was as follows: 

2 Division: Okazaki 

18 Division: Tanaka 

53 Division: Takeda 

56 Division: Matsuyama 

24 Independent Mixed Brigade: Hayashi 

Myitkyina Garrison: Genzo Mizukami 6 

In a message to Marshall on April 16, 1944, U.S. Lieutenant General 
Daniel Sultan, StilwelFs deputy in CBI, outlined the two phases of 
Stilwelfs Myitkyina operation: taking the airfield there and opening up 
the link with China. Sultan also suggested how the Burma Campaign 
should assist the Pacific War campaign for 1944: 

At Supreme Commanderls meeting [I] presented the thought that 
we consider the operation as having two phases. The objective in 
[the] first phase would be to seize and hold Myitkyina as quickly 
as possible to permit an increase in air lift to China; the second 
phase to provide for further movement to the south to open road 
and pipeline to China ... Mountbatten’s principal British advisors 
will continue to recommend strongly to him that Southeast Asia 
Command should go no farther than north Burma to assist Pacific 
operations . . . if they can possibly avoid it. 7 

By late 1943 and early 1944 Stilwell was totally focused on the drive to 
Myitkyina. Although he was criticized, then and after, for “disappearing 
in the jungles,” he and the Chinese troops he had personally trained— 
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and had insisted be properly fed, clothed, and paid—“accomplished a 
victory which had generally been regarded as impossible. 8 He launched 
an offensive across the mountains and rivers of North Burma, building 
roads as he went, across terrain that was inhospitable at best. Supplied 
by air, he moved with great speed, sending the bulk of his forces across 
the Kumon Range and down the valley of the Irrawaddy, unbeknownst 
to the Japanese. His goal was to take the airstrip at Myitkyina and then 
the town itself. 9 

Although most of Stilwelfs forces were Chinese, a significant number 
were American —the legendary MerrilFs Marauders— and an equally 
significant number were British and Indian, the famous Chindits. Designed 
to be long-range raiders, they were originally deployed to the south of 
Myitkyina, with instructions to cut off the Japanese line of supply. 10 He 
also had 300 Kachins, Burmese hill people and converts to Christianity. 
They hated the Japanese, who had desecrated their churches. How Stilwell 
deployed these forces in the attack on Myitkyina, which turned into a 
bitter and protracted siege from May to August 1944, remains the most 
controversial episode of his military career. 

By late spring both the Marauders and the Chindits were exhausted. 
On May 17, 1944, Stilwell captured Myitkyina airfield, but not the town, 
which became his obsession for the rest of the campaign. The failure to 
take the town was due to a series of causes, including a decision to fly 
in anti-aircraft units instead of the infantry that Stilwell had requested, 
the exhausted State of the Marauders, who believed their “hitch” was up, 
and the panic that occurred in some Chinese units who had never before 
been in combat. The Japanese dug in and held onto the town. 

In the words of the official U.S. Air Force History: 

General Stilwell was then faced with the responsibility of 
conducting a long siege of Myitkyina while his own armies had 
no lines of communication other than air supply, the efficiency of 
which was already threatened by the approaching rainy monsoon. 
Stilwell was disappointed and ill with worry. Yet in retrospect it 
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is easy to see that he had won an impressive victory and, what 
was probably more significant, his faith had been justified in 
the military qualities of the Chinese soldier when given proper 
training and equipment. 11 

Just before the capture of the airfield, Stilwell gloated in his diary, 
writing, “WILL THIS BURN UP THE LIMIES.” 12 Ziegler wrote that 
Mountbatten did not seem to be “decomposed” by this. 13 In fact, according 
to McLynn, he was furious for not having been told in advance that 
Stilwell was moving on the town, 14 especially when Churchill cabled 
him, saying that “The Americans have by a brilliant feat of arms landed 
us in Myitkyina, . . .” 15 It must have been unbearable for a proud man 
like Mountbatten to have learned about Myitkyina from his own Prime 
Minister, rather than the other way round. Although the U.S. Joint Chiefs 
had agreed on the Myitkyina operation, and Stilwell had told Slim, he 
had not told Mountbatten, which showed how much Stilwell had come to 
dislike and even distrust him by 1944. Slim, however, did not seem to be 
bothered by all this. He later wrote in his memoirs, “After all, everyone 
knew he [Stilwell] had been ordered to take Myitkyina, and whatever his 
motives in this secrecy I was prepared to humor him.” 16 Eldridge wrote 
that Stilwell sent daily radio messages to SEAC in Ceylon, giving his 
position, so that anyone who read the war map could see where he was. 17 
At the same time, it was more than a bit disingenuous to suggest that 
the Supreme Allied Commander be kept informed of important troop 
movements by having to read the daily situation map. 

After Myitkyina airfield was taken, Mountbatten wrote his daughter: 
“Isn’t the news of the capture of Myitkyina airfield great? It is one of my 
most interesting fronts, commanded by my deputy General Stilwell.” 18 
The reference to Stilwell as “my deputy” suggests Mountbatten had 
actually planned the operation himself, as opposed to not knowing about 
it until it had already happened. It also suggests that Mountbatten, not 
for the first and certainly not for the last time, was trying to take credit 
for the actions of one of his subordinates. In any case, although he was 
angry at not having been informed in advance of the drive to Myitkyina, 
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Mountbatten congratulated Stilwell (and the Chindits) on having taken 
the airfield. 

Stilwell wrote in his diary for May 19: “MtBatten [szc] sent ‘Order of 
Day,’ & included Lentaigne’s crowd [the Chindits], because they had 
cut the jap [szc] Communications! Louis had radioed Dill already, to tell 
him it was proof of the ‘perfect unity’ in S.E.A.C. They must horn in and 
get all the credit. . . Childish Louis—publicity crazy. . .The more I see of 
limies [the British], the worse I hate them.” 19 

By the end of May 1944, the battle for Myitkyina had stalemated. 
Stilwell had been more concerned with taking the airfield than the town, 
which was now strongly held. The Japanese forces there were more 
numerous than he had anticipated, with more than 3,000 soldiers holding 
onto the town, including reinforcements from the Japanese Army’s 56 th 
Division, who were rushed in from the Salween River to the east. 20 The 
element of surprise had been lost. Moreover, the Japanese still had the 
18 th Division, whose casualty rate would reach an appalling 50 percent 
by the end of the siege. 21 

One of the options Stilwell had to take the town was to use the 36 th 
British Indian Division in North Burma, which was experienced in battle 
and which might have been flown into the Myitkyina airfield. 22 According 
to Romanus and Sunderland, “Stilwell briefly considered asking that the 
36 th Division be rushed in to take Myitkyina. Giving no reason in his 
diary, 23 he decided against this move and instead resolved to order in 
some U.S. combat engineers from the Ledo Road. ‘I will probably have 
to use some of our engineer units to keep an American flavor in the 
fight,’ he told Marshall.” 24 

On May 22, 1944, Sultan sent Stilwell a message, which read in part, “It 
is unthinkable that we not hold on to Myitkyina with reference to other 
points raised by General Giffard. None are required beyond the 36 Indian 
Division as for reinforcement [síc] by British/Indian Divisions.” 25 On 
May 28, 1944, General Giffard sent a message to Mountbatten, writing 
that the “36 Div is being prepared for operations in CAI [Chinese Army 
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in índia, i.e., Stilwell] area earliest possible. Every effort will be made 
to assist CAI to hold Myitkyina.” 26 

These comments suggest that the 36 th Division was going to be sent 
to Myitkyina. However, for whatever reason, Stilwell decided not to use 
it at the outset and instead used the Chinese troops and the Marauders, 
even having his officers go through the hospitais in índia where there 
were sick Marauders and flying them back to Myitkyina. 27 Stilwell’ s 
advance to Myitkyina had driven both the Marauders and the Chindits 
to the breaking point. By mid-May 1944, the Chindits were almost in 
open revolt against Stilwell, claiming that his orders were impossible to 
carry out. However, Stilwell saw the Chindits as complainers, when his 
Chinese troops were fighting just as hard, and here his Anglophobia may 
have reached epic proportions. Despite their problems, the Chindits, with 
support from Chinese troops, fought a fierce battle with the Japanese at 
Mogaung, just to the Southwest of Myitkyina, which was taken by Gurkha 
Chindit troops on June 26. 28 The Chindits also blocked the Southern 
approaches to Myitkyina before they were forced to withdraw." 9 

The siege of Myitkyina was both Stilwell’ s most controversial operation 
and also his finest hour in CBI from 1942-1944. Stilwell had been laying 
siege to Myitkyina since the spring of 1944, while Slim was still fighting in 
Assam at Kohima and Imphal. Both of them were in the fight of their lives. 

Between May 16 and July 6, 1944, Stilwell or his staff sent a series 
of increasingly strong messages to the Chindits, at one point accusing 
them of “apparent disobedience to orders.” 30 On May 27, 1944, Stilwell 
sent a message to Sultan, as follows: 

British withdrawal from Hopin block 31 has opened the door to the 
japs [sic], If Louis expects Myitkyina to be held at all costs, will 
keep hold [sic] it? Suppose weather continues bad and I can’t land 
troops. Will he give me his parachute regiment? 32 

The next day Stilwell sent another message to Sultan, saying that 
“The British east of Myitkyina have let me down. The British south- 
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west of Mogaung have let me down, and the japs [sic] can now use the 
railway freely.” 33 

At this point Mountbatten decided to exercise personal control over 
the campaign to try to head off a confrontation between Stilwell and 
General Lentaigne, who commanded the Chindits after Wingate’s death. 
Mountbatten wrote in his Report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff the 
following comment: “[S]ince relations between Lieut-General Stilwell 
and Major-General Lentaigne were obviously strained, I decided to 
thrash out this matter with them personally, and met them both at their 
Headquarters at Shaduzup on the 30 th June.” 34 Mountbatten’s diary entry 
for June 30, 1944, describes his meeting with Stilwell and Lentaigne in 
these words: 

After lunch I had a long conference with Joe Stilwell and Joe 
Lentaigne. It will be remembered that the latter succeeded Wingate 
in command of the Chindits, who have now been placed under 
Stilwelfs orders. Although Stilwell has always shown himself as 
quite remarkably friendly to me the meeting was not easy as there 
were several points of difference to be cleared up. However, he met 
me very handsomely, more than half way. If only I could see him 
every day there would never be any difficulties in this Command 
between the Americans and ourselves. Not that we do have many 
difficulties, as our relations on the whole are now very good. 35 

This positive statement reflected Mountbatten’s diplomatic view of 
trying to get people to agree on important strategic issues, which Eisen- 
hower was very good at doing in Europe. It also reflected Mountbatten’s 
generally positive outlook in his diaries, which seem to have been written 
for posterity. Finally, it may have reflected Mountbatten’s honest view 
at the time that when he and Stilwell met face to face, Stilwell was 
generally agreeable. 36 

Stilwelfs comments on the same meeting were, as usual, more direct. 
On July 2, 1944, he wrote to his wife, “Mountbatten has been up again. He 
had the nerve to make a speech at our headquarters but he doesn’t fool 
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our GIs much. They are getting a look at the British Empah [sic] with its 
pants down and the aspect is not so pretty. You can imagine how popular 
I am with the Limeys.” 37 At the meeting on June 30 Mountbatten had 
ordered an increase in the number of airdrops to the Chindits and also 
ordered the medicai authorities be instructed immediately to examine 
the Chindits and airlift out the sick. Stilwell had complained that the 
Chindits had not followed his orders, and Lentaigne had responded that 
the orders were unclear, so Mountbatten directed “that in all cases where 
General Stilwell’s orders were not crystal clear to those concerned in 
their execution, it was for General Lentaigne personally to see General 
Stilwell and clarify the matter.” 38 

On July 15, 1944, Mountbatten sent a message to Stilwell expressing 
his concern that the Chindits had been overtaxed and that Mountbatten 
felt he had “broken [his] promise to [them] and am forcing them to stay 
in long after Wingate, or his successor Lentaigne, considered was either 
right or feasible.” 39 Mountbatten said the 77 th and lll th Brigades, and 
the 14 th and West African Brigades, which were supposed to have been 
withdrawn after May 31 and June 27, because of their operational limit 
in North Burma, would remain in the field until Myitkyina was taken. 
He also told Stilwell he was sending 36 th Indian Division to Myitkyina 
to aid in the siege and to relieve the Chindits. 40 

On July 19 Stilwell replied to Mountbatten, saying, “I have never 
objected to the evacuation of sick and wounded.” 41 However, Stilwell 
set a very high bar for being sick, so this comment was disingenuous 
at best and downright callous at worst. Stilwell also said Lentaigne had 
urged him to take the Chindits out of the field for good. Mountbatten 
replied on July 21, saying that all unfit men should be evacuated “without 
delay.” 42 On July 23 he wrote Stilwell that “I am most anxious that all 
the remaining LRP Brigades should be relieved at the earliest possible 
moment by 36 Division.” 43 

Stilwell finally allowed the last of the Chindits to withdraw on August 
1, 1944, two days before Myitkyina fell to his forces. 44 By August 7, the 
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last Chindit formation was replaced by the Indian 36th Division. The 
last Chindits left Burma on August 27 and in February 1945 the Chindits 
were officially disbanded after being in action for two years. 45 

In the summer of 1944, Stilwell also had a meeting with British Lieu- 
tenant-Colonel James Michael “Mad Mike” Calvert DSO (1913-1998), a 
leader in the 1943 and 1944 Chindit operations. Stilwell wanted Calvert 
court-martialed after Calvert tried to get his Chindits pulled out of the line 
and back to índia. They had the following conversation when they met: 

Stilwell: “Well Calvert, I have been waiting to meet you for some time.” 

Calvert: “I have been waiting to meet you too, sir.” 

Stilwell: “You send some very strong signals, Calvert.” 

Calvert: “You should see the ones my brigade-major won’t let me send.” 

Stilwell (laughing): “I have just the same trouble with my own staff 
officers when I draft signals to Washington.” 46 

This broke the ice and there was no more talk of courts-martial. 47 
Moreover, Calvert convinced Stilwell that the latter’s staff had not kept 
him fully informed as to just how much the Chindits had been through 
and how much they had actually accomplished. 48 

Although Stilwell and Calvert were able to patch things up, this brief 
interlude of cooperation could not hide the fact Stilwell had pushed the 
Chindits very hard in the Myitkyina offensive, using them as regular 
infantry, a role for which they were not suited. 49 Stilwell, a regular 
infantry officer to his bones, had simply never liked the Chindits, with 
their reputation for commando-style tactics. When one of his officers 
suggested using them to support the Chinese further north, Stilwell 
replied: Tf you make further use of the word Chindit you will get [a] 
new job on the Calcutta docks.” 50 

Mountbatten later wrote, “I was sorry, but not surprised, when Lieut- 
General Stilwell reported to me later that he had had trouble with them 
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[the Chindits and the Marauders]— and, with typical frankness, admitted 
that this was through their having been overtaxed.” 51 

On August 3,1944, the siege of Myitkyina finally ended after two-and-a 
half months. Stilwelfs Chinese and American forces at last took the town, 
which had been desperately defended by its Japanese garrison. Most of 
the Japanese defenders were killed, although almost 200 surrendered, a 
fact that in itself showed that some Japanese soldiers were losing the will 
to die for the emperor (Hirohito or Showa [1901-1989], Emperor of Japan 
from 1926 to 1989), which also happened at the Battle of Okinawa in 
1945. Some escaped downriver, only to be wiped out by Kachin Rangers, 
Burmese hill people who had been trained by the American Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS), and who hated the Japanese. The Japanese 
garrison commander committed suicide, after having apologized to the 
emperor. 52 

Slim wrote in his memoirs that the capture of Myitkyina “was the 
largest seizure of enemy-held territory that had yet occurred ... the 
success of this northern offensive was in the main due to the Ledo 
Chinese divisions— and that was Stilwell.” 53 Stilwelfs ground forces were 
supported by Allied airpower, which flew in supplies and troops and 
pounded the Japanese positions with constant sorties. Even Stilwell, the 
quintessential infantryman, came to rely upon close-in air support. In 
The Army Air Forces in World WarlI, the official wartime history of the 
USAAF, the authors wrote about the vital role of close-in air support in 
the Siege of Myitkyina. After acknowledging the role played by Stilwelfs 
field artillery, which also pounded the Japanese positions, they wrote: 
“Equally important in the final victory of Stilwelfs troops was the close- 
in ground support provided by the Tenth Air Force.” 54 Between May 17 
and August 3, 1944, when the town at last was taken, Allied fighters 
flew a total of 2,515 sorties. 55 

Not only did the taking of Myitkyina open up the land route, but the 
Hump air route from índia to China was no longer as dangerous as it 
had been in the past. 56 This led to a rapid increase in the Allied deliveries 
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to China by air, which went from 18,000 to 39,000 tons between June 
and November 1944. 57 The Japanese could no longer use the airstrip at 
Myitkyina and RAF and USAAF planes could harass them on the ground. 
It was the beginning of the end for the Japanese in North Burma. 

Mountbatten had wanted to use Myitkyina to strengthen the air route, 
while Stilwell wanted to concentrate on the road and pipeline links. In 
June 1944 the Combined Chiefs of Staff ordered him to do both, putting 
the air link first, then the road and pipeline links. 58 Even Wedemeyer 
said that “[T]he immediate objective of operations during the next dry 
season should be the securing of the trace of a land route to CHINA.” 59 
(The capitalization is in the original.) 

With the fali of Myitkyina, Stilwelfs job in CBI was essentially over 
after two years, even though he did not realize it at the time. Churchilfs 
reaction was glowing but also realistic. He wrote that “These successes 
were largely due to Stilwelfs leadership, energy, and pertinacity; but his 
troops were exhausted by their efforts and many had to be withdrawn.” 60 
Mountbatten and Stilwell had clashed over using the Chindits in major 
combat roles, and Mountbatten had felt it necessary for him to assert 
personal control in the field for the first time. 61 Since Mountbatten was 
a naval officer, not an infantry officer, this was an unusual role for him. 
Mountbatten wrote that this change of command structure was done at 
Stilwelfs insistence, presumably because Stilwell refused to serve under 
Giffard and he could no longer serve under Slim once the Chinese troops 
had reached Kamaing in North Burma. 62 

While Stilwell was fighting to take Myitkyina, Mountbatten wrote to 
Chiang on July 28, 1944, asking him to keep the Chinese forces in índia 
and Burma up to strength, as previously agreed: 

The Viceroy and the government of índia recently agreed to a total 
strength of 102,000 Chinese troops in índia, but General Stilwell 
reports that there are just under 80,000 in índia and Burma. This 
shortage is probably due to 14 and 50 Chinese Divisions being 
under strength on their arrival and also to the 4,000 reinforcements 
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needed to keep the force at maximum strength not having been 
sent. The Chinese Army has advanced so magnificently in índia 
that Mountbatten is sure that the Generalissimo would agree that 
the force should be kept up to strength. Such a great military 
leader must see the need for his troops to carry on with their 
victorious move southwards, but they may be slowed down if they 
are under strength. Everything possible must be done to keep the 
Japanese on the retreat in north Burma. 63 

By the fali of 1944, in Europe and elsewhere, the British were completely 
stretched militarily and financially, after having fought for five long 
years. British military historian Sir Michael Howard explained: 

The British needed a rapid result because they were virtually 
running out of resources. They had no more troops. They had 
virtually no supplies. Their whole economy depended on the war 
ending at the end of 1944. Eisenhower didn’t have any of those 
problems [in Europe from D-Day to VE Day]. He had vast numbers 
of men. The resources of the United States were endless. There 
was no great hurry about finishing the war. 64 

In Southeast Asia the main issue was how to end the war there with 
two very different priorities, China for the Americans and Singapore for 
the British. Ironically, it was Chiang in China and not Mountbatten in 
Southeast Asia who caused the major rift in the fali of 1944 which led 
to Stilwelfs removal from CBI. 



Chapter Twelve 

The Japanese Strike 
Back— Ichigo! 


Although the Chinese forces in índia and Burma were important in 
those two theaters, the main problem that concerned Chiang in 1944 
was the new Japanese offensive in East China codenamed Ichigo or Ichi- 
Go (“Operation Number One”). Also called Tairiku Datsü Sakusen, or 
“Continent Cross-Through Operation” (Chinese: Battle ofHenan-Hunan- 
Guangxi or Yü Xiang Gui Huizhàn), it began in April 1944. The Japanese 
goal was to cut through East China from north to south and establish a 
land link down into French Indo-China and Malaya. This would enable 
them to move supplies by land, because by that time U.S. Navy submarines 
were sinking Japanese ships bringing raw materiais from Southeast Asia 
to Japan at an alarming rate, so that many of those supplies never reached 
Japan. Part of the Japanese plan was also to destroy ChennaulCs airplanes, 
which had been harassing them with air raids. In May 1944, during 
the second phase of Ichigo, the Japanese overran ChennaulCs airbases, 
triggering a refugee crisis. 1 Chiang saw Ichigo as a major crisis that 
threatened China itself, while for him Burma had always been a sideshow. 
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Figure 9. Map of Operation Ichigo 



Opcration Ichigo 


This offensive, which was really three separate battles, namely the 
Battle of Central Henan, the Battles of Changsha and Hengyang, and 
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the Battle of Guilin-Liuzhou, lasted from April to December 1944 and 
early 1945, when the Japanese forces reached French Indochina from 
the north. It was the first major Japanese offensive in China since 1941, 
involving half a million troops, the largest number deployed in Japanese 
military history before 1945. During the Ichigo offensive, the Nationalists 
lost most the Chinese provinces of Henan, Hunan, Guangxi, Guangdong, 
Fujian, and a large part of Guizhou to the Japanese. The Nationalists 
lost over 130,000 killed in action, 10 major airbases, 36 airports and 
important sources for food and recruits with the loss of Henan, Hunan, 
and Guangxi. 2 

Ichigo was also the last major Japanese operational victory in World 
War II. They had effectively lost the naval war in the Pacific at the 
Battles of Midway (1942) and Guadalcanal (1942-1943), and they were 
in full retreat across the Pacific by mid-1944. The authors of StilwelTs 
Command Problems noted that, apart from Ichigo, “The summer of 1944 
was a black one for the Japanese Empire.” 3 Although it did not knock 
China out of the war, the Ichigo offensive was a major crisis in China and 
CBI that also had important effects on Anglo-American strategy among 
Mountbatten, Stilwell, and Chiang. 

The West Point Atlas of American Wars described Ichigo as follows: 

In April, 1944, the China stalemate exploded. Apparently fearful 
that the defeats they had suffered in the Southwest Pacific would 
endanger their control of the South China Sea, the Japanese 
launched a series of offensives to consolidate their position on 
the Asiatic mainland, These offensives . . . swept the Chinese off 
the principal north-south rail lines in central and Southern China, 
giving the Japanese continuous land Communications between 
northern Manchuria and Singapore. Seven of Chennaulf s airfields 
were overrun, forcing him farther into the interior. . . This was 
the last large-scale Japanese offensive. Elsewhere, it was already 
obvious that Japan had lost the war. 4 
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Some American planners even believed the Japanese were using Ichigo 
in a bid to preserve their empire if the home islands were to be conquered, 
with the Japanese Army “rooting” itself into the mainland, thereby 
prolonging the war even further. 5 Like the fear that fanatical Nazi units 
such as the SS would dig into a “National Redoubt” in the Bavarian Alps 
before Nazi Germany’s surrender in 1945, forcing Allied forces into a 
bitter guerrilla war in Germany for years to come, this fear would also 
prove groundless, but it seemed real at the time. 

Adding to the confusion was the attitude of Chiang, who distrusted 
his own generais and feared that American supplies that were sent 
to Chinese commanders would be used against him. He forbade Chen- 
nault to send supplies to his troops. Stilwell also feared that American 
supplies might end up in the wrong hands. According to the authors 
of StilwelVs Command Problems, Stilwell “was reluctant to give arms to 
the Chinese without concrete evidence that they would be used against 
the common foe rather than in domestic squabbles . . .” 6 Partly for 
this reason, and partly because he thought Chennault would waste any 
supplies, he refused to release them. 7 That was a mistake. By that time 
the Stilwell-Chennault feud had reached epic proportions. Ironically, by 
that time it was Chennault who was urging Stilwell to send supplies to 
Chiang’s commanders in East China, while Chiang was urging Stilwell 
to send more supplies to Chennault. 8 

Overall, Stilwell remained unconcerned about Ichigo, because he 
thought the Japanese would outrun their lines of communication. 9 That, 
after all, is what had happened in Burma. But China with its road and 
rail network was not Burma, and the Japanese managed to cut a swath 
from north to south, linking up their forces in China with those in 
Indochina and Malaya. For Stilwell the Japanese offensive made the 
Burma Campaign all the more important, in order to re-establish a land 
route from índia through North Burma into China. Stilwell wanted to 
drive from North Burma into Southwest China, combining the Chinese 
forces under his command into a massive army that would drive the 
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Japanese back to the coast. 10 Mountbatten was focused on the British 
finally getting back into Burma, while events in China were beyond his 
control and China was outside the boundaries of SEAC. 

Late in November 1944 the Japanese advance on Kweiyang, to the 
east of the vital airfield at Kunming, was checked by American-trained 
Chinese troops who had been flown in from Burma. 11 Ironically, these 
were the troops whom Stilwell had trained. So, in the end, his insistence 
on a well-trained and equipped Chinese Army had paid off. However, by 
that time the damage had been done, and much of East China had been 
overrun by the Japanese. In his final report to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
USA, which covered the period in CBI from May 21, 1942-October 24, 
1944, Stilwell wrote about the loss of the China airfields, which had been 
built at the cost of 2 billion Chinese dollars, and their intended goal to 
assist in the completion of the American strategy in the Pacific. 12 

In Europe the Battle of the Bulge—Hitleks last offensive in the west 
from December 1944 to January 1945—caused a similar but smaller 
crisis in Anglo-Americans relations between Ike and Monty over how 
to advance into Germany on a broad front vs. the single thrust after D- 
Day and the Battle of Normandy. 

For Stilwell the main consequence of Ichigo was Chiang’s total and 
complete loss of confidence in him, which would be a major factor in his 
recall from China. Chiang saw in Ichigo an existential threat to China, 
while Stilwell did not. Chennault, who had always been at loggerheads 
with Stilwell, and who, unlike Stilwell, both respected and was respected 
by Chiang, also blamed Stilwell, in his case for not providing enough 
ground troops to protect his airfields. In turn, Stilwell blamed Chennault 
for provoking the Japanese with repeated air assaults, and for demanding 
more cargo space that Stilwell wanted to use for equipping the Chinese 
armies. Chennault, the apostle of airpower, and Stilwell, who believed 
that only infantry could hold ground, refused to concede that there might 
be any merit in the other’s position. Chennault never wavered from his 
view that the role of the infantry was to act as security for his airfields. 
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while Stilwell believed that the main task of the air force was to fly 
in supplies to the ground troops. The gregarious southerner and the 
acerbic Yankee never saw eye to eye on how to fight the war in China. 13 
After the liberation of Rangoon in May 1945, and the transfer of the U.S. 
Tenth Air Force to China, Chennault was “encouraged” to retire. The 
“sweetener” was that he would keep the rank of Major General and his 
retirement pay would not be subject to income tax. He handed in his 
request for retirement on July 6, 1945, one month before the first atomic 
bomb was dropped on Japan. 14 

In a final bit of irony, when Stilwell met USAAF General Curtis LeMay 
(1906-1990) in China in 1944, they stayed up all night arguing about the 
value of strategic bombing. At the time, LeMay was unable to convince 
Stilwell that strategic bombing could play a decisive role in the war. 
Just after the end of the war in 1945, Stilwell visited LeMay at his 
headquarters on Guam and admitted that he had been mistaken about 
airpower, especially its devastating impact on Japan: “You have done 
what you set out to do. I recognize now the terrible military virtues of 
strategic bombardment.” 15 The first B-29 raids on Japan were launched 
from China. Then the Marianas became the staging area for the all-out 
air assault on the Japanese Home Islands. 16 

In the end, what made the Japanese victories in Operation Ichigo 
irrelevant was that by the end of 1944 the USAAF, with its bases in the 
Marianas, was within striking distance of the Japanese Home Islands. 
The U.S. no longer needed China as a base for its B-29s. At the same time, 
the China Theater—where the Japanese had the bulk of their forces—was 
of no use to the Japanese military in protecting Japan. It is ironic that 
the beginning of the end for the Japanese Empire came not from China, 
but from a few small islands southeast of Japan which the Japanese had 
taken from the Germans in 1914 and which the U.S. captured thirty years 
later in its drive across the Central Pacific. As Professor S.C.M. Paine 
of the of the U.S. Naval War College put it in her book The Wars for 
Asia, 1911-1949, “Ichigo lost its rationale as the Japanese home islands 
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became the main theater, under air attack not from China, but from 
the inaccessible Marianas. At the end of 1944, the Japanese called off 
the Ichigo Campaign in order to redeploy as many troops as possible to 
defendjapan [against the expectedU.S. invasion in 1945].” 17 

It is easy to blame Stilwell in hindsight for having been wrong about 
strategic bombing, but he did not have a crystal bali. The value of 
strategic bombing was hotly debated throughout World War II. For 
Stilwell the value of airpower was to support ground troops, as the RAF 
and USAAF did in Burma, flying through the monsoon at great personal 
risk. However, it is fair to say that he was so fixated on Burma that he 
ignored the far greater importance of Ichigo. 

Finally, it is important to remember that in the spring and summer 
of 1944, there were three battles going on at the same time: Ichigo; the 
Japanese drive into índia at Kohima and Imphal; and StilwelFs drive 
to Myitkyina. Chiang rightly saw Ichigo as the threat to China, while 
Mountbatten, also rightly, saw Kohima and Imphal as the threat to índia. 
Yet Stilwell still had his orders to take Myitkyina and its strategic airfield, 
from which the Japanese could menace the flow of air supplies to China 
over the Hump. The campaign in North Burma, like Burma itself, was 
caught in between two major Japanese offensives in China and índia. 
Stilwell himself was simply given too many hats to wear at the same 
time. That would soon change. 




Chapter Thirteen 

Farewell TO CBI 


The last half of 1944 saw the end of the Stilwell-Mountbatten relation- 
ship, the reorganization of CBI, and Stilwelfs recall from China. After 
the battles of Kohima, Imphal, and Myitkyina, it was only a matter of 
time before the Japanese were defeated in Burma once and for all, which 
would pave the way for the British offensive to liberate Malaya and 
Singapore. Slim’s 14 th Army would advance on Mandalay and Rangoon 
by the end of 1944 or early 1945. 

At this point the Allies assumed the Asian-Pacific War would last 
another year or two. During June and July 1944, Nimitz’s forces had 
captured the Mariana Islands in the Central Pacific and the USAAF 
was planning to bomb Japan into submission with the new B-29 Super- 
fortresses, which in June 1944 had launched the first raid on Japan since 
the 1942 Doolittle Raid. 1 MacArthur’s forces in the Southwest Pacific 
were leapfrogging across New Guinea after two years of hard fighting 
and were preparing to liberate the Philippines. 

The situation was still very dire in China. The Japanese offensive 
had come close to knocking China out of the war in 1944. With the 
rapid American drive across the Pacific, by 1944 it was clear that China 
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was not going to be the launching point for the Allies’ final offensive 
against Japan, which had been the original U.S. goal in China since 1942. 
Although Mountbatten and Stilwell were not getting along at this stage 
of the war, especially on Stilwelfs part, it was Stilwelfs increasingly 
hostile relationship with Chiang that was coming to an end after two 
tumultuous years. 2 

In August 1944, Mountbatten left Ceylon briefly to attend a conference 
in London. Before he left, he gave a press conference in Kandy about his 
seven months in SEAC and what he had achieved. He covered a variety 
of subjects, and he was very complimentary to Stilwell, as reflected in 
the foliowing remarks: 

[T]he Burma battle front is a single unified front . . .[M]y plans 
are made in close consultation with my deputy, General Joseph 
Stilwell. . . General Stilwell, Deputy Supreme Allied Commander 
and the Commanding General of the American forces in the China, 
Burma and índia theatre, with great gallantry himself commanded 
the forces on the Ledo front... It will thus be seen that the capture 
of Myitkyina and Moguang was the result of a series of closely 
coordinated operations on the part of British, American, Chinese 
and West African troops ... I would like to stress in particular 
the personal help and support I have received from. . .my deputy, 
General Stilwell, whose long experience of the east has been of 
signal assistance to me in our common task. 3 

This press conference was part of Mountbatten’s diplomatic publicity 
campaign to put the best light on the Burma Campaign, without 
mentioning his problems with Stilwell. It was vintage Mountbatten, in 
particular his repeated references to Stilwell as “my deputy.” Despite the 
veneer of cooperation, by then the two men distrusted each other to a 
degree that made their working together all but impossible. 4 

In fairness to Mountbatten, although he certainly enjoyed Ceylon 
as a headquarters, he did a lot of travelling, visiting the Allied troops, 
British, America, Indian, African, and Chinese, giving a constant round 
of speeches and exhortations. 
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Holiday in Kandy 

Stilwell took temporary command of SEAC on August 1, 1944, and 
used Mountbattenls headquarters as a personal rest stop after the hard 
campaigning in North Burma during the first half of 1944. In a letter 
to his wife on the pleasures of Ceylon, 5 Stilwell wrote: “Kandy is 2,000 
feet up. Climate like Hawaii. Plenty of fruit. The views are beautiful. In 
contrast with north Burma, this is a paradise.” 6 He needed all the rest he 
could get, because the early fali of 1944 would prove one of the toughest 
periods of his entire career. 7 

On August 5, 1944, Stilwell gave his own press conference at Kandy, 
where he outlined how the war in CBI was progressing after Myitkyina. 
When he was asked, “What about Japs in Myitkyina?” Stilwell said “They 
are all cleaned up.” 8 On his Chinese forces at Myitkyina, he said that 
“The Chinese stood up better than either the British or the Americans. 
The Chinese are tough. The Gurhkas [szc] stood up well, too, but not 
as well as the Chinese. The Chinese stood up best, the Gurhkas were 
second and the British and Americans were in last place.” 9 When he 
was asked about Merrilfs Marauders, he replied, “They did a very fine 
job. Very dependable outfit. They were very tough. I was very glad they 
were not after me.” 10 However, when he was asked about the Chindits he 
went off the record and said, “when it came to active combat in the fight 
at Myitkyina they were pretty well run down with sickness” and they 
“did not have the strength remaining to do anything serious.” 11 When 
he was asked, “Is Burma included in the future offensive program,” he 
replied, “Anything south is included in the program till we get to salt 
water.” 12 As far as he was concerned, the road to Rangoon lay through 
Burma, not by sea from Ceylon. 13 

Finally, when he was asked what he thought of Kandy, he replied, 
“Wonderful. I think it is the Garden of Eden but I haven’t seen the snake 
yet.” 14 Although Stilwell mentioned the Japanese defeats at Kohima 
and Imphal, and grudgingly acknowledged the role the Chindits played 
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at Myitkyina, he did not mention either Mountbatten or Slim in his 
interview. 

On August 7, 1944, Stilwell was officially promoted to full general, 
becoming one of only five American officers to attain that rank. 15 
However, by the summer of 1944, Mountbatten was becoming frustrated 
with Stilwell’ s constant sniping at the British war effort in SEAC and 
for his insubordination when he told Slim, but not Mountbatten, of the 
Myitkyina operation. Another major problem was that CBI as a command 
structure for all of China, Burma, and índia, as it had been set up in 1942, 
was not working. It was time to reorganize the command as the war was 
entering its final phase. Although China had not been knocked out of 
the war in 1944, Chiang had lost all patience with Stilwell. For his part, 
Stilwell had come to detest Chiang even more than Mountbatten did. 
As already noted, Stilwell had been very criticai of Chiang’s wartime 
leadership in general, which Stilwell thought was hindering his ability 
to fight the Japanese in Burma, and of Chiang’s Nationalist government 
in general for being corrupt and inefficient. This was something FDR 
only began to see by 1944. 

In August 1944, Ft. Col. Dean Rusk, a U.S. Army staff officer (and future 
U.S. Secretary of State) sent a memorandum to Stilwell about changing 
the command structure in SEAC: “SAC [Supreme Allied Commander] has 
a strong and logical case for a land C-in-C [Commander-in-Chief] which 
will be difficult for the U.S. Chiefs of Staff to resist.” The memorandum 
further recommended that “Integration of U.S. and Chinese forces in 
SEAC should be held to a minimum ... The HQ Army C-in-C, SEAC, 
should be British with an all-British staff... NCAC [Northern Combat 
Area Command] should come under the operational control of SAC 
himself.” 16 Rusk’s memorandum showed there was a lively debate about 
just how to break up CBI in 1944 that went beyond the personalities 
of Stilwell and Mountbatten. 

In September 1944, Chiang wanted Stilwell to launch a diversionary 
attack to relieve the Yunnan Force in Burma, which Stilwell refused 
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to do. 17 Chiang threatened to withdraw the Yunnan Force from Burma 
altogether. Marshall suggested to FDR that he appoint Stilwell commander 
of all Chinese forces, and not merely serve as Chiang’s Chief of Staff. 
Chiang opposed this and also disagreed with the strategy for the Burma 
Campaign. Chiang said that FDR had “very good intentions” in nominating 
Stilwell to command all Chinese troops but that Chiang had lost the “last 
drop of confidence” he had in Stilwell. 18 Chiang had failed to get rid of 
Stilwell in 1943 and was determined to do so in 1944. At the same time, 
and in fairness to Chiang, he could not focus only on North Burma as did 
Stilwell, who had rarely been in China between January and June 1944. 
Unlike FDR, Churchill, and Stalin, Chiang was the one major Allied leader 
who was not securely in power in his own country, which he had helped 
unify after 1925. Fighting was raging in North China, the Japanese were 
overrunning Chennault’s airfields in East China (as Stilwell had predicted 
they would if they were pressed hard enough from the air), and perhaps 
Chiang simply believed that Stilwell did not see the big picture. Chiang 
wrote an aide memoire for transmission to FDR, which said in part, “[W]e 
have taken Myitkyina but we have lost almost all of east China, and in 
this General Stilwell cannot be absolved of grave responsibility.” 19 

For his part, as noted above, Mountbatten wanted to remove Stilwell 
from SEAC, but he did not have the authority that Chiang or FDR had. 
Based upon what he wrote at the time and afterward, Mountbatten 
apparently would have been happy to have left Stilwell in charge of 
the China Theater. Mountbatten could only watch from the sidelines in 
Ceylon after he returned from Britain in early September 1944 as Stilwelfs 
time in CBI came to an end. When Mountbatten returned, Stilwell wrote 
to his wife that “He was not at ease with me which is not surprising, 
because his trip had to do with an operation on his deputy’s throat. 
Maybe the fourth star threw a monkey wrench into the machinery.” 20 

The authors of StilwelVs Command Problems wrote that “Ever since 
March 1944 Mountbatten had been anxious to see Stilwell transferred 
from SEAC to the China Theater.” 21 However, when Brooke told Marshall 
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in June 1944 that Mountbatten wanted Stilwell removed from SEAC, 
Marshall refused, saying Stilwell was “the only aggressive and successful 
commander in chief’ Mountbatten had." 2 Even Wedemeyer defended 
Stilwell, saying he always obeyed Mountbatten’s orders promptly once 
they were given. 23 Yet when Marshall returned to Washington, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff began to consider limiting Stilwell to the China Theater. 24 
All of this reflected the command problems that Mountbatten wanted to 
fix so that SEAC could conduct the war in Southeast Asia more efficiently. 
According to the authors of StilwelPs Command Problems, Brooke had 
somewhat mollified Marshall by saying that all three British sênior 
commanders in SEAC —General Giffard, Admirai Somerville, and Air 
Chief Marshal Peirse—would also be replaced. 25 

Stilwell wrote in his diary during the Japanese offensive in the summer 
of 1944 the following entry on FDR’s China policy and what might 
happen after the war: “If we do not take action, our prestige in China 
will suffer seriously. China will contribute nothing to our efforts against 
Japan, and the seeds will be planted for chãos in China after the war.” 26 
Tuchman wrote, 

Militarily China had proved a losing game and by now was not 
vitally needed except as a holding theater. The strategic aim that 
took shape at Quebec was to keep China in the war and not much 
more. No U.S units were planned for CBI; Marshall was definite 
on that point. Further operations in Burma were to be left as far 
as possible to the British so that the United States would not be 
involved in the reconquest of colonial territory—or such was the 
intention. 27 

Although Burma was not on the main agenda at the Second Quebec 
Conference, Churchill did review the Allied victories there to date, 
including Imphal and Kohima. He wrote that “General Stilwell was to 
be congratulated on his brilliant capture of Myitkyina.” 28 However, 
Churchill also wrote that “In spite of these successes, it was, I continued, 
most undesirable that the fighting in the Burmese jungles should go 
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on indefinitely.” 29 The British plan, codenamed DRACULA, was to take 
Rangoon before the monsoon in January 1945. However, even after D- 
Day and the Allied victories in Europe, Mountbatten still did not have 
the landing craft he needed for an amphibious operation. 

By the fali of 1944 it was clear that the war in Europe would not 
be over by the end of the year and the military forces could not be 
diverted from Europe to Southeast Asia. 30 During the period leading up 
to Stilwelfs recall, Wedemeyer had been anti-Stilwell but was also criticai 
of Mountbatten’s plans. Ziegler wrote, “In Washington in June [1944] 
Wedemeyer had warned that he would oppose any enterprise of this kind 
[an amphibious operation] unless satisfied that it would make a ‘ timely 
contribution’ to the opening of the China road.” (italics in original) 31 
This shows that although Wedemeyer and Stilwell did not get on, they 
had the same commitment to reopening the land route to China. 

In June 1944 Vice President Henry Wallace had gone to China on 
the Military Observer Mission to try to have Chiang negotiate with the 
Communists. 32 In September 1944, FDR sent Brigadier General Patrick 
J. Hurley as his personal envoy in China to work things out between 
Chiang and Stilwell. Hurley, unlike Stilwell but like Chennault, was pro- 
Chiang. Hurley and Wallace were two of the many envoys whom FDR 
sent out to China, as well as to Europe. (Hurley and Wallace had also 
gone to the Soviet Union.) By this time FDR was getting tired of Chiang’s 
demands but was willing to help him even if it meant that Stilwell had 
to go. FDR was convinced that China would be a Great Power and did 
not want to abandon it. 33 FDR was also running for a fourth term, even 
though he was dying. By that time he was more focused on the war in 
Europe and the Pacific and planning the postwar world. 


Stilwell’s Recall from China 

After a series of acrimonious exchanges between FDR and Chiang, in 
which FDR pushed for Stilwelfs appointment as Commander-in-Chief 
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of all Chinese Forces, both Nationalist and Communist, in China as well 
as in Burma, Stilwell handed Chiang a note from FDR that stretched the 
limits of diplomacy from one head of State to another. FDR’s note to 
Chiang demanded that he give Stilwell “unrestricted command” of all 
Chinese forces. 34 No foreigner since the British General Charles “Chinese” 
Gordon (1833-1885), during the Taiping Rebellion of the 1850s and 1860s, 
had ever had control of substantial Chinese forces. 

Chiang sent a message through Hurley to Marshall and FDR demanding 
Stilwelfs recall. 35 Hurley sent a message to FDR, advising, “If you sustain 
Stilwell in this controversy you will lose Chiang-Kai-shek and possibly 
you will lose China with him.” 36 This showed how desperate the situation 
between Chiang and Stilwell had become by late 1944. Chiang believed 
—not without some justification— that “Stilwell had sacrificed east China 
for the sake of his campaign in Burma,” was indifferent to the fate of East 
China, and had refused even to consult with Chiang about East China 
until the beginning of June 1944. 37 

Although Marshall tried to save Stilwelfs job, FDR gave “direct and 
positive” orders to remove Stilwell from CBI. On October 19, 1944, 
Stilwelfs recall became official. That was Chiang's last diplomatic victory 
in China during the war. Taylor wrote that “Stilwell had won the battle of 
words, a loss from which the Generalissimo and his regime would never 
fully recover,” 38 especially after the Chinese civil war resumed in 1946. 

In an undated paper, Stilwell wrote that “[M]y relations with Chiang 
Kai-shek were on an impersonal and official basis, and although we 
greatly differed often on questions of tactics and strategy, once the 
decision was made, I did my best to carry it out.” 39 

In his diary, Stilwell wrote “THE AX FALLS. Radio from George 
Marshall. I am ‘recalled.’ Sultan in temporary command. Wedemeyer to 
command U.S. troops in China. CBI to split.” 40 On October 26, 1944, in 
his next to last diary entry for CBI, Stilwell wrote: “Thirty-two months 
of this. Last day in CBI. Radio about split of theater arrived.” 41 
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Mountbatten recorded his views on StilwelFs recall, writing that “It 
was a great surprise, however, to hear that General Stilwell was leaving. 
There had been trouble a year before when I was in Chungking between 
him and the Generalissimo, which I was able to smooth over personally, 
which is one reason why I think old Vinegar Joe always appeared to 
like me.” 42 Mountbatten was being disingenuous about his strained 
relationship with Stilwell and taking credit for having “saved” his job 
the previous year. An official communication between Mountbatten and 
General Sultan on October 28, 1944, about StilwelFs position in CBI, was 
summarized as follows in the Mountbatten Papers: 

It was the previous August that Mountbatten suggested to London 
that the theatres should be separated and all the Americans be 
put under Sultan’s command. Mountbatten also recommended 
that Stilwell be made GOC China and was taken aback when this 
did not happen. However, Mountbatten is glad that Wedemeyer 
has been promoted, though sorry that he will be leaving [HQ 
SACSEA]. Mountbatten is relying heavily on a renewed spirit 
of good feeling between the British and American forces. Now 
that Sultan is in command, Mountbatten is sure that the former's 
friendly and co-operative spirit will influence the whole of his 
command. Mountbatten will co-operate with him in any way he 
can. 43 [italics supplied] 

Another official communication between Mountbatten and British 
General Carton de Wiart, Mountbatten’s representative in Chungking, 
on November 1, was summarized as follows: 

[Mountbatten] thanks Carton de Wiart for his letter of 25 October, 
concerning the change of command. Lord Mountbatten asks him 
to thank Hurley for his efforts, although Hurley seems to think that 
SACSEA [Mountbatten] wanted Stilwell to leaveAsia. Infact, all he 
wanted was the division of the China and India-Burma Theatres, 
and has always considered Stilwell the best person for the China 
Theatre. He was upset when Wedemeyer left to replace Stilwell, 
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as was Wedemeyer himself, for the latter thought it impossible to 
achieve anything with the Generalissimo. 44 [italics supplied] 

These two Communications give the impression that Mountbatten just 
wanted Stilwell out of SEAC, but not out of CBI, or at least, that is what 
he wanted people to believe. In November 1944, Mountbatten wrote FDR 
that “I was sorry to see Stilwell go, not only because I personally liked 
him, but because it meant that I lost my beloved Al Wedemeyer.” 45 Slim 
wrote in his memoirs that “The Generalissimo [Chiang] had insisted 
on it [Stilwell’s recall] and, in spite of pressure from Washington and 
from Admirai Mountbatten, had refused to yield. The only thing that 
was surprising was that the open breach had not come sooner.” 46 

When Stilwell left Chungking, he did not wait for Wedemeyer to 
replace him or even leave him any of his operational plans, which he 
had kept secret. 47 Wedemeyer said little at the time, but later wrote that 
Stilwell had deliberately insulted him. 48 In fact, Marshall had ordered 
Stilwell back to the U.S. on very short notice, just before the election 
on November 7, 1944. However, Stilwell at least could have left briefing 
papers for Wedemeyer. 

Stilwell’s departure from CBI ended the strategic problems that had 
plagued his relations with Mountbatten in the Burma Campaign during 
1944. Had Stilwell stayed in China into 1945 it is not clear how much 
more he could have done, because the war was shifting away from China 
to the Pacific. 

Before Stilwell left, he wrote to General Sir Claude Auchinleck 
(1884-1981), “The Auk,” Commander-in-Chief índia, the only British 
general other than Slim and Festing 49 whom Stilwell actually liked. A 
short and poignant letter, it went as follows: 

This is good-bye to you and Lady Auchinleck, with my best wishes 
for the future. The sheriff has caught up with me, and I have been 
yanked out, but whatever my glaring deficiencies as a diplomat, I 
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hope you will remember me, as I remember you, as a friend, and 
that we will meet again, as you have promised, in Califórnia. 50 

Apart from Auchinleck, Stilwell also wrote to General Festing of the 
36 th Division, 51 whose role at Myitkyina remains controversial, to Field 
Marshal Lord Wavell, by then the Viceroy of índia, 52 and to Slim. To 
Slim he said in part as follows: 

My contact with you has been a refreshing experience, and it is 
with keen regret that I have to leave, with the job half-done. My hat 
is off to you as a soldier, and I hope you will think of me as trying 
to be one, too; my necessary contact with politics was a distasteful 
phase of my job, and I would have much preferred to stick to my 
trade in any capacity, however humble . . . Your reputation with 
our people is very high and deservedly so, and we all wish you 
the success you are sure to have in your future operations. 53 

Stilwell wrote what Tuchman called “a very decent letter to Chennault 
taking pride in his achievements and acknowledging the admiration in 
which he was held by the Chinese.” 54 Stilwell also sent farewell letters to 
several Chinese and American officers with whom he had served in CBI. 55 
StilwelFs Personal File does not contain any such letter to Mountbatten, 
nor was the author able to locate one either in the Stilwell or Mountbatten 
Archives. Stilwell did, however, send a message to Brigadier General 
Theodore F. Wessels, the U.S. Sênior Liaison Officer at SEAC HQ in 
Kandy, for “eyes alone” delivery to Mountbatten, in which Stilwell offered 
his “best wishes for a smashing success on your coming operations.” 56 

Both British and American newspapers printed Mountbatten’s reply, 
in which he said, “You are leaving behind you the reputation of being 
a great fighting general ... I always had the greatest admiration for 
your fighting qualities.” 57 

Mountbatten wrote two final letters to Stilwell. In the first Mountbatten 
claimed he had saved StilwelFs job in October 1943. The original letter 
is in the Stilwell Archives at Stanford. StilwelFs handwritten comment 
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at the bottom of the letter reads, “He had nothing whatever to do with 
it.” 58 In the same letter Mountbatten wrote: 

I must take this opportunity of thanking you for the personal 
friendship which you accorded me and for the invariably loyal 
and helpful attitude you adopted in dealing with all my requests. 
Most Englishmen, as you yourself undoubtedly know, find you a 
difficult man to deal with but, with the exception of the troubles 
over Lentaigne [i.e., the Chindit controversy], which took such a 
lot of settling, I can testify that I have found you both easy and 
helpful in all matters which I raised in person direct with you. 59 

Stilwell’s handwritten comment here was “Thank God that I am 
difficult for limies to deal with.” This letter was probably hand-delivered 
to Stilwell in Califórnia, because in his diary for November 24, 1944, he 
wrote “Special Messenger from Wash.with personal letter from Louis. 
My God. What stupidity.” 60 

The second letter congratulated Stilwell on his appointment as 
Commanding General, Army Ground Forces in the United States, and 
expressed regret that Stilwell could not accept a British decoration. 61 Stil¬ 
well replied to Mountbatten on February 23, 1945, ending with “My best 
wishes to you and all members of your command for a most successful 
campaign.” 62 

Thus ended the Stilwell-Mountbatten wartime collaboration. They 
never saw each other again, nor did they communicate with each other. 
Ironically, however, Mountbatten’s obituary in the New York Times after 
his assassination in 1979 said that “Toward the end of the war, however, 
Stilwell warmed somewhat toward Lord Mountbatten.” 63 

As with the AXIOM controversy in early 1944, Stilwelfs recall was 
widely publicized. Robert Musel, a correspondent for the Los Angeles 
Times, wrote on November 2, 1944: 

Informants said that Stilwell and Mountbatten disagreed sharply 
regarding strategy in the Far East and that they were not on 
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speaking terms when Stilwell was recalled... Britain was especially 
sensitive to criticism of Mountbatten’s appointment to the South- 
east Asia Command when some sections of the American press 
asserted that the job should have gone to an American.... 64 

Hanson W. Baldwin wrote a very perceptive article in the New York 
Times in which he analyzed the reasons for Stilwelfs recall, beyond his 
personality clash with Chiang. He wrote about the difference between 
the American “land” and the British “sea” strategies: 

General Stilwell was identified with this “overland” strategy; Lord 
Mountbatten with amphibious strategy. There was probably no 
major difference between the two, but the former was often openly 
impatient with the slow-moving and negative attitudes of the 
New Delhi administration. 65 

Brooks Atkinson, who had recently interviewed Stilwell, wrote in 
the New York Times in November 1944 that his recall “represents the 
political triumph of a moribund, corrupt regime that is more concerned 
with maintaining its political supremacy than driving the Japanese out 
of China.” 66 

The Los Angeles Times ran an article that said “[T]he Daily Express [a 
leading British newspaper] said that Stilwelfs recall ‘may not be the end 
of a reshuffle of high-ranking commanders’ among British personnel 
also.” 67 In fact, not long after Stilwelfs recall, Mountbatten also replaced 
all three British sênior commanders in SEAC in a housecleaning of the 
command structure at the end of 1944. 68 Stilwelfs job was divided into 
three parts, with Wedemeyer in China, Sultan in North Burma, and Lt- 
General Raymond Wheeler (1885-1974), SEAC Chief of Supply, replacing 
Wedemeyer in Kandy. 69 So, in the end it took three U.S. generais to 
replace Vinegar Joe, or at least to wear all the hats he had worn. 

The media coverage in the U.S. also highlighted the contrasting Anglo- 
American views on the command structure in CBI and SEAC. The Los 
Angeles Times ran an article on October 29, 1944, which proposed 
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Whatever the reasons for the removal of Gen. Joseph (Vinegar Joe) 
Stilwell from his Far Eastern Command, the shift itself does not 
augur well for the immediate success of further Allied operations 
in North Burma . . . How successful he has been in [his role as 
SEAC Deputy Commander] is indicated by the fact that it will 
take two generais to replace him. 70 [As noted above, it actually 
took three generais to replace him!] 

This book is not about Stilwell and Chiang, or Stilwell and Chennault, 
but about Stilwell and Mountbatten. Therefore, it makes no judgment 
about who was “right” and who was “wrong” in China. Perhaps McLynn 
put it best when he wrote the following comment about Stilwell: 

The most accurate criticism of Stilwell was that he was a polarizing 
figure, who never truckled and therefore never went in for the 
grubby compromises that are the stock-in-trade of politics. If he 
really wanted to bring Chiang to heel, he had to make sure that 
all US political and military personnel presented a United front 
alongside him. Sadly, he never even attempted such a “coalition 
of the willing.” 71 

In January 1945, the 500-mile Ledo Road was completed after almost 
three years, costing $37,000,000, with the first convoy reaching China in 
February. By the end of the war, the Ledo Road had delivered 34,000 tons 
of supplies to China. Its completion was Stilwelfs final accomplishment 
in CBI, although he was not there to see it. Ironically, Chiang officially 
renamed the Ledo-Burma Road the “Stilwell Road.” 72 That road could 
only have been built as a result of StilwelFs determination. On January 
25, 1945, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff sent Mountbatten the following 
congratulations on the completion of the road: 

The CCS are sending congratulations to Mountbatten and SEAC 
on the occasion of the reopening of the land route to China. 
Marshall sends his personal congratulations to Sultan for the part 
the Americans played in this, and especially for the actions of the 
Engineers and other Service forces who worked in adverse condi- 
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tions to provide the connecting links and to keep forward areas 
supplied, enabling them to continue construction and fighting. 
General Stilwell deserves credit for thinking of the road project 
in the first place and for making it happen. This achievement is 
due to allied teamwork and will prove to be a significant point 
in the history of the Far East. 73 

The West Point Atlas of American Wars put it this way: 

Operations in índia, Burma, and China represent, above all, a 
logistical triumph. Supplies, in large part originating in the United 
States, were moved into remote corners of the Burmese jungle 
and the hills of China in sufficient quantity to maintain major 
air and ground offensives. In this, the transport plane and the 
bulldozer changed the entire concept of transportation in the 
Far East. Yet, at the same time, pack mules, porters, elephants, 
and improvised river shipping were frequently invaluable. This 
was a war fought for extended periods in unhealthy, rain-sodden, 
insect-ridden areas—probably the loneliest, most alien, and most 
primitive war Americans have ever faced [along with the Pacific 
and Vietnam wars] , 74 

Stilwell had won his war in North Burma, opening up the Ledo Road 
and making sure that supplies would get to China. He had done it over 
the determined opposition of not only the Japanese, but also that of his 
own allies, who never agreed with his overland strategy. Now he was 
coming home, at least for a while. 


Stilwell Comes Home 

Back home in Carmel, Stilwell was finally allowed to give a press 
conference, which took place in the garden of his home on November 15, 
1944. In his diary, Stilwell described the press conference very briefly: 
“Press and photographers in P.M. Gang of 25— Cari in a dither. Kept 
my mouth shut [about China].” 75 Vinegar Joe was always good copy, 
like MacArthur and Patton. Before StilwelFs recall from China, Yank: 
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The Army Weekly, in its October 6, 1944, issue did an article on Stilwell 
titled “Stilwell: The GIs’ Favorite” and what he planned to do after CBI 
and the war: 

Uncle Joe’s one ambition is to win the war and get the hell home 
as quickly as possible. He has no personal post-war political or 
business aspirations. When peace comes, he plans to retire from 
the Army and settle down with his family in Carmel, Calif. There 
on the beach he will be able to don his old corduroy trousers and 
spend his days slogging through the sands with his favorite dog, 
a soft-eyed giant Schnauzer named Gareth. The little things in life 
are what Uncle Joe enjoys most. 76 

On November 16, 1944, The Charlotte News wrote about Stilwell: 

General Joseph Stilwell, having arrived back in the U.S. after his 
recall from the command of the China-Burma-India theater, spoke 
to newsmen in Carmel, CA., but refused to discuss his recall. 
Instead, he heaped praise on the American fighting men and the 
excellent training they had received. He found that the Japanese 
were good soldiers and, as they were started at a young age, well- 
trained also; but the way the Americans did it, he believed, was 
a “damned sight better.” 77 

The November 23, 1944 issue of CBIRoundup had a short article about 
Stilwelfs return to Carmel, entitled “ ‘UNCLE JOE’ CHATS ABOUT 
GARDEN, FAMILY, WEATHER.” 78 

This is what Time wrote about Stilwell in its November 27,1944 edition: 

General Joseph W. (“Vinegar Joe”) Stilwell, commandless at his 
Carmel, Calif, home, shed his ribbonless four-starred khaki for 
slacks and an old black sweater, met the press informally. Mum 
on the subject of his removal from China, grizzled Vinegar Joe 
said his hat was oflf to this generation of U.S. fighting men . . , 79 

Although The Stilwell Papers end with his recall from China, his war- 
time diaries are available online from the Hoover Institution at Stanford 
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University. Two entries from 1945 show he was still not enamored of 
either Mountbatten or Wedemeyer: 

Monday, March 5, 1945: “Lentaigne [Lt. Gen. Walter Lentaigne, 
Wingate’s successor as commander of the Chindits] sent word 
to me that he had to do some of the things he did. Ordered to 
by Mountbatten.—(Leese [General Oliver Leese, Commanding 
Officer, Land Forces, Southeast Asia] & [General Bill] Slim think 
Louis is a bloody fool.) 80 

Monday, July 27,1945: “G.C.M [George C. Marshall] has lost confidence 
in Wedemeyer.” 81 

In June 1945 Stilwell took command of the U.S. Tenth Army (the last 
U.S. Army command established in the Pacific War) at the end of the 
Battle of Okinawa, which was the Tenth Army’s only battle of the war. 
By the time he took command the battle was almost over and he was 
scheduled to be part of the invasion of Japan. When some British and 
Commonwealth units were taken away from SEAC and placed under 
his command at Okinawa, Stilwell noted in his diary: “Mountbatten has 
to give up units for this operation! AhTt life funny? 82 According to an 
article in the Los Angeles Times at the time of his death, a year later. 

It was on Okinawa that Stilwell finally lost his famous campaign 
hat. He was up flying around in an observation plan when the 
hat blew ofif, but an eager G.I.—recognizing the headgear—swam 
out into the ocean and retrieved it. Stilwell gave him six bottles 
of whiskey as a fitting reward. 83 

Stilwell would only live two more years after his recall from China. 
After Japan’s surrender on August 15, 1945 (VJ Day) following the 
atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the Soviet invasion 
of Manchuria, he attended the official Japanese surrender on the USS 
Missouri in Tokyo Bay on September 2, 1945. On September 7, 1945, 
Stilwell took the official surrender of all Japanese forces on Okinawa. In 
November 1945 he was appointed to head a “War Department Equipment 
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Board” to investigate the modernization of the Army during World 
War II. In March 1946, Stilwell took command of the Sixth Army at the 
Presidio of San Francisco. In July 1946, he was an observer at the first 
postwar nuclear tests at Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands (Operation 
Crossroads). 84 

Early that fali, Stilwell suddenly became ill with liver câncer, after 
having gone into the hospital for a routine checkup. He died at the 
Presidio of San Francisco (which he called “Frisco” in his 1939 diary) on 
Saturday afternoon, October 12, 1946. According to one obituary, “He 
died in an ordinary ward at Letterman General Hospital—scorning special 
comforts and privileges to the last as he had ignored personal safety and 
fatigue in the jungles of Burma.” 85 He was sixty-three years old, the same 
age as FDR when he died. In accordance with his wishes there was no 
public funeral Service and a few days later he was cremated and his ashes 
were scattered over the Pacific Ocean not far from his beloved Carmel. 86 

On October 14, 1946, The Times (London) ran his obituary. It read 
in part as follows: 

[H]e proved his leadership by his wonderful retreat from Burma 
in 1942, when the Japanese had reached Mandalay and Lashio 
and were menacing with envelopment the whole of the allied 
forces in Burma. Cut off from his troops he successfully led a 
remarkable jungle march of a miscellaneous party by the only 
remaining route into índia. In the words of one who took part in 
this appalling trek, “Stilwell alternately performed the Services 
of company commander, mess sergeant, gun-bearer, and guide, 
bedding down beside us in the jungle, standing in line with us at 
food time, coaxing others to march when they thought they could 
not, until we arrived safely... Stilwell, as commander of all United 
States forces in China, índia and Burma, had an important part to 
play in the discussions which took place in Washington, in Delhi, 
and in Chungking. When the British Fourteenth Army began 
to move, Stilwell was impatient with what he considered to be 
unnecessary quiescence on the part of the Chinese commanders, 
and his impatience led to an open breach with the Generalissimo, 
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which in turn led to his recall to the United States... It is pleasant 
to be able to record that Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek has paid 
a generous tribute to his memory.” 87 

Perhaps the obituary in the Los Angeles Times put it best when it said 
that “Vinegar Joe learned the art of war and the secret of languages but 
he never mastered diplomacy. He said what he meant, and he meant 
what he said—so the sparks almost always flew.” 88 

Winifred Stilwell died in 1972. Their daughter Alison had a studio in 
Carmel, where she was a well-known local artist, in the courtyard area 
of the Pine Inn. She passed away in 1991. 89 Her sister Nancy also lived in 
Carmel, where she died in 1997. 90 After World War II, Stilwelfs older son, 
Brigadier General Joseph W. Stilwell, Jr. served in Korea and Vietnam, 
and died when his plane vanished over the Pacific in 1966. The youngest 
daughter, named Winifred like her mother, passed away in 2005, and the 
youngest child and second son, Benjamin, died in 2014. 

The Stilwell home is still there, overlooking Carmel Beach, with its 
plaque in front telling the passersby whose home it was. 
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Figure 10. Plaque at the Stilwell House, Carmel, Califórnia. 






Chapter Fourteen 

MOUNTBATTEN AND THE 

End of SEAC (1945-1946) 


While Stilwell was preparing for his next assignment in 1945, the British 
14 th Army under Slim advanced into Burma and liberated Mandalay 
after a fierce battle, where he did a classic and rare double envelopment 
around the Japanese forces. The British flag flew once again at Fort 
Dufferin, the city’s stronghold, built on the site of the old royal palace. 
The British then retook Rangoon between March and May 1945, just 
ahead of the monsoon. 1 When the Japanese tried to make a stand at 
Toungoo, between Rangoon and Mandalay, they were routed by Karens 
led by British officers. 3 

By the summer of 1945 most of Burma had been liberated and the next 
move in SEAC was the invasion of Malaya, Operation Zipper, which 
was being planned for September 1945. At that point fate— and the U.S. 
Army Air Forces—intervened, dropping two atomic bombs on Japan. 
When Japan surrendered on August 15, 1945, the sudden end of the war 
meant that thousands of Allied soldiers wouldnT have to fight against 
the Japanese in Malaya. 3 
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Mountbatten had first learned about the atomic bomb— “the greatest 
secret of the war”—from President Harry Truman (1884-1972), Marshall, 
and Churchill at the Potsdam Conference in July 1945. During a meeting 
on July 25, 1945, Truman, Marshall, and Mountbatten discussed the 
operational (i.e., Operation Olympic, the planned American invasion of 
Kyushu, Japan, in November 1945) and political situation of the Pacific 
War and the Japanese military buildup on Kyushu, which was based on 
the latest Ultra radio intelligence Truman received before approving the 
use of the atomic bombs. (The Ultra intercepts were classified until the 
late 1970s.) At Potsdam it had been agreed that SEAC would also include 
Southern French Indochina (South Vietnam after 1954), Java, Borneo, 
and the Celebes, so that Mountbatten would now be responsible for the 
former French and Dutch colonial possessions. 4 

After Potsdam, Mountbatten returned from Britain to Ceylon via Cairo 
on August 14, 1945. For Mountbatten, too, the sudden end of the war 
brought a huge sigh of relief. On VJ Day, the boundaries of SEAC were 
expanded to include Southern French Indochina, Thailand, Java, and 
Borneo. 5 

Nevertheless, Operation Zipper took place as planned on September 
9, 1945, but the landings were unopposed. 6 It is ironic that Operation 
Zipper was Mountbatten’s only major amphibious operation in SEAC, 
because by 1945 he had both the ships and the landing craft he had 
not had in 1944. 7 

Between the end of the war and Japan’s official surrender, 
Mountbatten’s immediate problem in Southeast Asia was to save Allied 
POWs in Burma, Thailand, and Singapore, who were dying every day 
from Japanese maltreatment. Just after Japan’s surrender, aid was dropped 
into many of the POW camps, but that was not enough. In late August 
1945, Mountbatten’s wife, Edwina (Countess Mountbatten of Burma, 
1901-1960), who had been a member of the St. Johnis Ambulance Brigade 
since the beginning of World War II, undertook a courageous mission 
to save Allied POWs before the Allied forces could reach them in the 
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Japanese-held areas. She had nerves of Steel in dealing with the Japanese 
guards. Unarmed and with only a small escort, she ordered them to 
treat the surviving POWs humanely, such as giving them desperately 
needed medicai supplies that the Japanese had hoarded. By doing this, 
she helped save them from certain death and helped arrange for their 
repatriation after they recovered. 

On September 12, 1945, ten days after MacArthur had taken the 
Japanese surrender on the U.S.S. Missouri in Tokyo Bay, Mountbatten 
took the Japanese surrender at the City Hall in Singapore. That ceremony 
finally avenged the British defeat there in 1942. 8 

With the war officially over, Mountbatten faced the challenge of 
handling 700,000 Japanese military personnel before their repatriation 
back to Japan, restoring law and order—ironically, often with Japanese 
troops—before the Allied troops arrived in areas under his control, and 
dealing with the return of the British, French, and the Dutch to their 
colonies. The chaotic situation the British forces faced in Southeast Asia 
at the end of the war was summed up by Slim, who wrote that “Appeals 
from our French and Dutch Allies, cries for help, demands for troops, 
threats of continued Japanese resistance, apprehensions of Wholesale 
massacre, forebodings of economic collapse, warnings of starvation of the 
whole population, poured into our headquarters from every quarter.” 9 

Four places in particular dominated Mountbatten’s postwar operations 
in SEAC from the fali of 1945 to the spring of 1946: Malaya, Burma, French 
Indo-China, and the Netherlands East Indies. Each of them presented a 
particular challenge, often as great as the challenges Mountbatten had 
faced working with Stilwell and Chiang in defeating the Japanese. 


Mountbatten and Malayan Unity 

Mountbatten’s first immediate postwar problem as Supreme 
Commander was handling Malaya’s complex situation following Japan’s 
surrender. His first problem there was dealing with the bad relationship 
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between the Chinese and Malays that had grown worse during the war, 
because the Chinese had generally fought against the Japanese in the 
resistance, while the Malay police had generally cooperated with them. 10 
His other problem was dealing with the Chinese Communists of the 
far-left Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Union (MPAJU); it had led the 
resistance against the Japanese occupation with Allied help during the 
war. Mountbatten had backed the MPAJU because of their aid to the 
Allies, but he underestimated the fact that they were hostile to the return 
of any colonial government. 

Mountbatten also had to deal with the new independence movement 
in Malaya. Before the war, Malaya had no independence movement 
as such, because it had been ruled by different sultans under British 
protection. The war had changed all that, because many Malayans had 
felt betrayed by the British defeat in 1942. What Mountbatten wanted 
was a United Malaya: he didn’t want the largely Chinese population of 
Singapore to split with the rest of Malaya. The new Labor Government 
in Britain wanted to unite Malaya into a federation by abolishing the old 
sultanates, along with the Straits Settlements of Penang (Georgetown), 
Malacca, and Singapore. 

Along with the problems of unifying Malaya, the end of the war had 
brought inflation, near-famine, and strikes against SEAC’s control. The 
arrest of Soon Kwong, one of the most militant of Malaya’s Chinese 
leaders, in October 1945, led to the first serious crisis between the 
colonial government and the Malayan Chinese. Kwong was convicted 
by a court consisting of British officers, but legally the proceedings 
were shaky. In January 1946 Mountbatten asked General Messervy, 
the British Military Governor, to release Kwong because imprisoning 
him was against Mountbatten's policy in Malaya. He was released two 
weeks later. 11 

Mountbatten was at heart a socialist and a democrat (despite being the 
great-grandson of Queen Victoria), who believed that only the rule of 
law and order would restore peace in Malaya. Although he was criticized 
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by some of his advisors for his liberal tendencies, General Slim thought 
that Mountbatten was right in his policies. In fact, Malaya later did split 
along ethnic lines, with Singapore becoming an independent (and mainly 
Chinese) city-state. 

OnApril 1,1946, Singapore and the Union ofMalayawentfromSEAC’s 
control to civil government. In May 1946 Malcolm MacDonald (1901-1981) 
(the son of Ramsey MacDonald, the first British Labour Prime Minister), 
took over as Governor-General of Malaya. After that, Mountbatten’s 
job in Malaya was officially over. After he left in the spring of 1946, 
the British tried to forge a United Malaya while battling the Chinese 
Communist insurgency that delayed Malaya’s independence until 1957. 
Singapore became an independent nation in 1965 and Malaya (Malaysia 
after 1965) became a member of the British Commonwealth. 


Mountbatten and the Path to Burmese Independence 

Burma was another area of difficulty in SEAC’s area of control. 
Like Malaya, it had been under British control before the war, but 
unlike Malaya, Burma had a growing independence movement when the 
Japanese invaded in 1941. For Mountbatten, Burma was a particularly 
hard problem because, apart from restoring order, he had to rebuild 
Burma’s economy as well as the government. To help him rebuild Burma, 
Mountbatten relied on the Civil Affairs Service (Burma), which had broad 
powers under SEAC’s control, but which had no business making long- 
term political decisions. Mountbatten used the government in Burma 
under Governor Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith, GBE (1899-1977), who had 
spent the war in exile in Simla in índia and whom Mountbatten had 
known since 1944. 

While the war raged, Mountbatten and Dorman-Smith got on well 
because they had similar liberal leanings regarding the postwar govern¬ 
ment in Burma after liberation. Mountbatten said Dorman-Smith “has 
first-class ideas on the future of Burma, and we see eye to eye on all 
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Burma questions.” 12 Following Burma’s liberation and the end of the war, 
relations between them changed when disagreements arose over who 
had real control in Burma. Mountbatten wanted complete independence, 
while Dorman-Smith was in favor of dominion status. In this power 
struggle, Mountbatten wrote angrily, “Damn it all, Tm governing Burma 
—not he, whatever his title.” 13 The main disagreement was over the 
Burmese National Army or BNA (similar to India’s INA in Burma during 
the war), which had been set up by the Japanese to fight the British under 
Burma’s independence leader, Aung San (1915-1947). At first they had 
fought for the Japanese, but realizing that the Japanese occupiers were 
worse than the British (and were also losing the war), they went over to 
the Allied side in March 1945 when Burma was being liberated. In the 
last part of the war, they machine-gunned their former allies “with the 
greatest cheerfulness” (to borrow aphrase from Sir John Keegan, the late 
British military historian), killing thousands of Japanese soldiers trying 
to cross monsoon-swollen rivers. 

After Rangoon was liberated in May 1945, Slim met with Aung San 
at Mountbatten’s request and was impressed with him. He later wrote 
that he “found him a realist, honest and patriotic” and “always felt, 
that with proper treatment, Aung San would have proved a Burmese 
Smuts.” 14 (Referring to Jan Christiaan Smuts, the Boer commando leader 
who later cooperated with the British and became Prime Minister of 
South África.) However, in September 1945 Mountbatten took pains to 
point out to Aung San “the comparatively small share that his forces 
had had in the liberation of Burma, compared with the Karens, Chins, 
Kachins and Nagas.” 15 

Even before Japarfs surrender, Mountbatten had faced opposition for 
his support of Aung San from Dorman-Smith, from the Civil Affairs 
Service and from elements in the British government. It’s a “what if’ 
question whether things would have been better if Mountbatten had 
had complete control of the situation in Burma in 1945. In October 1945, 
Mountbatten turned over Burma from SEAC’s control to Dorman-Smith, 
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who retired in 1946 after becoming ill. Mountbatten felt that he had 
only completed half the job of rebuilding Burma and later said the only 
mistake in his life was “when he agreed to hand over the government 
of Burma before the time was ripe.” 16 

After the fali of 1945, Mountbatten’s job in Burma was over. In 
September 1946, Aung San became Prime Minister and began negotiations 
with Britain over Burmese independence. After the transfer of power, 
things in Burma grew worse as independence neared. In July 1947 Aung 
San and eight of his colleagues were assassinated, probably on the orders 
of U Saw, a former prime minister, whom the British had interned during 
World War II. 17 On January 4, 1948, Burma became independent and cut 
all ties with Britain, unlike índia, which remained in the Commonwealth. 
In the end, Mountbatten’s main goal of having Aung San rebuild Burma 
was crushed, along with the hope of a United and democratic Burma. 
Aung San’s daughter, Aung San Su Kyi, is now the leader of the pro- 
democracy movement there. 


Mountbatten and the Return of the French 

While Mountbatten was dealing with Burma’s postwar problems, his 
attention was also focused on what was then called French Indochina, 
now Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. At the Potsdam Conference in July- 
August 1945, it had been agreed that Indochina would be divided at the 
16 th parallel into two spheres of influence, Chinese in the north and 
British in the south, who would each take the Japanese surrender in their 
respective areas before the French returned. Like the division of Germany 
and Korea, the 16 th parallel in Indochina would go from a temporary 
postwar boundary to a Cold War frontier in a short period of time. 

Chiang sent troops to accept the surrender of Japanese forces in the 
north. The Chinese troops remained until 1946, when the French returned. 
Meanwhile, on September 2, 1945, Ho Chi Minh (c.1890-1969), the leader 
of the Communist Viet Minh, proclaimed the Republic of Vietnam in 
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Hanoi, quoting liberally from our own Declaration of Independence. On 
September 11, 1945 (the day before the Japanese surrender in Singapore), 
Mountbatten’s SEAC took over Saigon with Major General Sir Douglas 
D. Gracey’s 20 th Indian Division, of 1,600 Gurkhas, Punjabis and Rajputs, 
as the British occupation force. Gracey overstepped the authority of 
his mandate by declaring martial law in Southern Indochina in late 
September 1945, as well as openly siding with the French trying to re- 
establish control over Saigon by ousting the local Vietnamese leaders. 
While Ho Chi Minh had established his government in the north, the 
Viet Minh were sending guerrillas to the south. To maintain order in 
this tense situation, Mountbatten had to use the Japanese troops who 
were still there (as well as in Singapore and the Dutch East Indies), since 
British control was so thin. 

When Viet Minh guerrillas killed French civilians in Saigon on 
September 24, 1945, the Japanese troops did nothing, not because they 
were reluctant to turn against their fellow Asians, whom they had brutally 
occupied and killed during the war, but because they did not want to 
be seen as aiding the British and the French. 18 In October 1945, General 
Philippe Feclerc (1902-1947), 19 who had led the French 2 nd Armored 
Division during the liberation of Paris in 1944, arrived with 1,000 men 
to re-establish French control in the south after the British left. After 
crushing the Viet Minh with the help of Japanese soldiers and air force, 
the south was “pacified” by early 1946. In January 1946, the British occu¬ 
pation of Saigon ended. In March, Indochina was taken out of SEAC’s 
control. During this period, Mountbatten’s policy was to play a minor 
role before the French returned to all of Indochina. In May 1946, Feclerc 
occupied Hanoi. 

When Mountbatten was interviewed in the television program The 
World at War (1974), he said that before turning over Southern Indochina 
to the French, he had urged Feclerc to make friends with the local 
insurgents (Ho’s Viet Minh) and the Vietnamese as well, by not restoring 
France's prewar colonial rule. Feclerc had told him that his instructions 
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were to take over militarily and that’s what he did. Leclerc’s former A.D.C. 
told Mountbatten in 1972 that he remembered what Mountbatten had told 
Leclerc and “Leclerc had given long anxious thought and then had said 
that he was a soldier and he had come out to fight, and fight he would.” 20 
It will always be another “what if ’ question whether Mountbatten could 
have urged the French to negotiate or if the Viet Minh would have 
cooperated with them after the war. 

Indochina had been an area of American interest during the war but 
was not a high priority. FDR had several ideas for postwar Indochina, 
such as making it a trusteeship, since he did not want the French to come 
back. However, there was no concrete American policy on Indochina 
in 1945. In January 1945, FDR told the new Secretary of State Edward 
R. Stettinius, Jr. (1900-1949) “I do not want to get mixed up in any 
Indochina decision ... Action at this time is premature.” 21 Ziegler wrote 
that “Roosevelt in particular disliked the idea of handing Indochina back 
to the French, and even at the beginning of 1945 would go no farther 
than to say that it was a matter to be settled when the war was over.” 22 In 
his book on the subject, modern historian D. Cameron Watt accused FDR 
of having “abandoned” the French in Vietnam and said he ordered the 
American commanders in China not to provide arms and ammunition 
to the French. 23 After FDR’s death, President Truman did not consider 
Indochina a high priority until the Cold War began heating up after 1947. 


Mountbatten and the Return of the Dutch 

The Dutch East Indies—today’s Indonésia—presented problems similar 
to those in Indochina. Like the French, the Dutch were determined to 
reclaim their empire after the war, but they too needed British help. As 
in Indochina, the Dutch also faced a strong independence movement, 
led by Achmed Sukarno (1901-1970). As Ziegler wrote, “The Indonesians 
however, were more firmly entrenched than the Vietnamese; the Dutch 
weaker than the French. For both these reasons Mountbatten’s problems 
were to prove more painful and protracted in Indonésia than Indochina.” 24 
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When the British occupied Java in September 1945 they expected little 
opposition from Indonesian nationalists. As in Indochina, Mountbatten’s 
instructions were to take the Japanese surrender and liberate Allied POWs 
held in camps on Java. Although Mountbatten tried to have the Dutch, 
under Lieutenant-Governor Hubertus van Mook (1894-1965), negotiate 
with Sukarno, the Dutch refused because they considered Sukarno a 
traitor for having collaborated with the Japanese. When van Mook 
finally agreed to do so, his policy was rejected both by the Netherlands 
government and the Dutch ambassador in London, who considered any 
negotiation with Sukarno as treason. 

During this time, General Sir Philip Christison (1893-1993), the British 
commander in Indonésia, was ordered to occupy the major cities on 
Java, but not the whole island, before the Dutch returned. This was met 
with hostility, both by the Dutch, who saw it as a betrayal, and by the 
Indonesians, who saw it as a way to thwart independence. Shortly after 
the British occupied the port of Surabaya, they faced savage, street-to- 
street fighting from Indonesian nationalists. 25 At Surabaya on October 
30, 1945, the British commander, Brigadier Aubertin Mallaby (1899-1945) 
was assassinated by Indonesian nationalists during his tour of the city. 26 
It was both tragic and ironic that a city that had survived World War II 
unscathed was destroyed immediately after the war. Indonesians later 
called it “the Hero City.” 

Mountbatten saw Dutch stubbornness as the cause of the problem, 
while London thought it was better to support them against Sukarno \s 
nationalists. Edwina Mountbatten, who had helped save dying POWs, 
tried to raise the matter with the new British Labour government and 
felt confident that they wouldiTt support the Dutch much longer. To the 
British, Indonésia was a low priority. The Americans were against British 
involvement in Indonésia; Ziegler wrote that “The Americans added to 
the pressure by ruling that American vessels not be used to ferry Indian 
troops from Bangkok to Java.” 27 The U.S. did not feel it had to support 
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the Dutch in Indonésia (unlike our support for the French in Indochina), 
because they were not as important allies as were the French. 

In December 1945 the British persuaded the Dutch to agree on semi- 
dominion status, while the British forces kept most of Java peaceful. By 
the spring of 1946 things had temporarily settled down, with Sukarno 
withdrawing in favor of Dr. Sutan Sjahrir (1909-1966), another Indonesian 
leader. During this period, the Dutch began reoccupying Java without 
too many incidents. However, by the time Mountbatten left in April 1946, 
trouble was again brewing between the Dutch and the Indonesians. The 
war for Indonesian independence would last until 1949, when the Dutch 
finally admitted defeat in trying to re-establish their colonial empire. 


Mountbatten and the End of SEAC 

By May 1946, Mountbatten’s immediate postwar role in SEAC was 
over. The end of the war was a frustrating time because of the lack of 
coordination after the Allied victory over Japan. Although Mountbatten 
sought to achieve a smooth transition of power in Southeast Asia, local 
politics and the returning colonial powers ended that immediate postwar 
hope. On the whole, however, Mountbatten did an excellent job restoring 
local law and order, maintaining temporary peace in Indochina and 
Indonésia (before the main conflicts broke out there after 1946), and 
laying the foundation for independence in Burma and Malaya. He wrote 
to General Baron Lionel “Pug” Ismay (1887-1965) that “I can honestly 
say that I shall have cleared up my theatre and completed my tasks, with 
the exception of what looks like a long-drawn-out but ever decreasing 
commitment in the Netherlands East Indies.” 28 Mountbatten’s role was 
necessarily short-term and he cannot be blamed because those countries 
went to hell in a handbasket after he departed. Burma became a military 
dictatorship and is only now slowly coming out of its long, dark night. 
Malaya went through civil war in the 1950s and Singapore left (or was 
pushed out) in 1965. Indonésia was also convulsed by civil war and 
dictatorship, and the sad history of Vietnam for the next thirty years 
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is only too well known. Whether Mountbatten’s policy of encouraging 
independence movements in those countries helped or hindered their 
development remains an open question. 

By mid-1946, with the ending of SEAC, Mountbatten “was itching 
for a return to England and the Navy,” 29 which he loved. On May 30, 
1946, he sailed from Singapore to attend the British Victory Parade in 
London on June 8. In a farewell signal to Air Chief Marshal Sir Keith Park 
(1892-1975), Allied Air Commander, South-East Asia (who had helped 
win the Battle of Britain in 1940), Mountbatten described SEAC’s postwar 
period as “troubled days of peace,” which summed it up perfectly. 30 
SEAC, a wartime organization, was no longer needed. In November 1946, 
SEAC was disbanded because there was no longer any need for a joint 
command in Southeast Asia. 


Mountbatten after SEAC 

Mountbatten became the last Viceroy of British índia (and the first 
Governor-General of an independent índia), 31 First Sea Lord, Chairman 
of the NATO Military Committee, and Chief of the Defence Staff (CDS). 
Along with Slim, he became a patron of the Burma Star Association, 
comprised of British veterans of the Burma Campaign. In 1968 he did a 
television series about his life and career that was entitled, not surpris- 
ingly, The Life and Times ofLord Mountbatten, which was later turned 
into a book. 32 During the 1970s Mountbatten gave several interviews 
in which he reminisced about his role in World War II. During one 
interview he wondered aloud to one American historian about what he 
called “the unreasonable attitude of Stilwell.” 33 

Edwina, Countess Mountbatten of Burma, died suddenly in 1960. 
Mountbatten lived to a great age, celebrating his seventy-ninth birthday 
in June 1979. On Monday, August 27, 1979, near his summer home in 
the west of Ireland, he was assassinated by the Irish Republican Army 
(IRA) because he was a prominent member of the British Royal Family. 
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Several others, including one of his grandsons and a young Irish lad, also 
died when his boat was blown up by the IRA. 

Admirai of the Fleet the Earl Mountbatten of Burma was given a State 
funeral in London on September 5, 1979, and is buried in Romsey Abbey, 
Hampshire. His most recent biographer Adrian Smith wrote simply that 
“Lord Louis died before his time was up.” 34 

Mountbatten’s obituary in The New York Times on October 28, 1979, 
included this reference to Stilwell: 

One of his chief antagonists was the American who served as his 
deputy commander, Lieut. Gen. Joseph W. Stilwell, widely known 
as Vinegar Joe, a sobriquet richly earned and maintained. To his 
face he called Lord Mountbatten “Limey Louis,” while behind his 
back he was “Glamour Boy, “a welcher,” a “loathsome limey” and 
“Curly Lashes.” Toward the end of the war, however, Stilwell 
warmed somewhat toward Lord Mountbatten. 35 

As we have seen, this was not really true, but obituaries are the time 
to put aside hard feelings. 




Chapter Fifteen 

Legacies 


Both Stilwell and Mountbatten were great leaders who led their forces 
to victory against the Japanese in World War II. They both had their 
faults, but that should not obscure their achievements. They were both 
self-promoters—Mountbatten more so than Stilwell—but just as even 
paranoids have enemies, even self-promoters have accomplishments. 

Mountbatten was a naval officer who wanted to launch a seaborne 
offensive against the Japanese, which he could not do until after the end 
of the war because of the lack of landing craft and other naval resources. 
Despite that, he was able to lead the British back to Burma, Malaya, 
and Singapore, which was the goal of the whole campaign. However, 
even if Mountbatten and Stilwell had been the best of friends and had 
worked together better than they actually did, they still could not have 
reconciled the different war aims of the U.S. and the British in Southeast 
Asia before and after Japan’s defeat. 

Stilwell was an infantryman who fought a land war against over- 
whelming odds. The main mission of Stilwell and the U.S. in CBI was to 
help keep China supplied and in the war, which is what he did. Stilwelfs 
main wartime achievement was to help keep China in the war through 
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the Ledo and Burma Roads. He had completed that mission by the time he 
was recalled in 1944. It is amazing that he lasted as long as he did in CBI 
when one considers the enormous challenges of dealing with competing 
allies (the British) and often uncooperative allies (Chiang) and fighting 
with limited resources between 1942 and 1944. The main problem was 
that Stilwell in CBI did not have the resources or the strategic priority 
that the three main U.S. warlords, MacArthur, Eisenhower, and Nimitz, 
had in the Pacific and Europe. Although China fell to the Communists in 
1949, which was after StilwelFs death, he probably could not have done 
much to change the situation, even had he lived. 

Because of Stilwelfs untimely death, his story, like Patton’s, was 
written by other people who often had specific postwar agendas, both 
pro and con, especially as regards American policy towards China. White 
and Tuchman wrote glowing accounts of Stilwell, while Chennault and 
Wedemeyer were both very criticai of him. A recent critic wrote that 
the “myth” of Stilwelfs war against both the Japanese and Chiang by 
sympathetic historians has obscured Stilwelfs faults until recently. 1 
Apart from Tuchmarf s Pulitzer-prize winning biography in 1970, popular 
history largely passed Stilwell by. Unlike Patton, Stilwell never had a 
blockbuster movie made about him. 2 He was portrayed briefly at the 
beginning of Objective Burma (1945), which the British disliked because 
it showed the Americans retaking Burma almost single-handedly. 

The importance of Stilwelfs victories in North Burma was forgotten in 
the acrimonious atmosphere of the “who lost China?” debate in the U.S. 
after 1949. When The Stilwell Papers, which was edited by the journalist 
Theodore White, was published in 1948, Slim was very criticai of it 
because he believed that it was rushed into print by Stilwelfs widow 
and it did not accurately portray Stilwelfs role in the war. 3 Stilwell 
became the target of harsh criticism after his death during the early 
Cold War after the Communist victory in China, especially among the 
China Lobby, which accused him of being “pro-Communist.” This was 
nonsense. Stilwell was a Republican. A recent biographer of FDR wrote 
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that “Stilwell was from a zealously Republican family and was not full 
of admiration for his own commander in chief, about whom some of his 
diary references were amusingly acidulous.” 4 

After the 1950s, the pro-Stilwell view was revived by, among others, 
John Paton Davies and Barbara Tuchman, which then became the domi- 
nant view in the Stilwell historiography, especially among Americans. 
British historians such as the late Louis Allen took a decidedly different 
view, as did some Nationalist Chinese historians. To them Stilwell was 
simply an irascible Anglophobe who refused to work with Chiang and 
Chennault (the only American military official who got along with the 
very difficult Chiang—the only person who really lost China in 1949) 
to hold the Communists at bay while at the same time fighting off the 
Japanese. Chiangls recent biographer JonathanFenby wrote that “Vinegar 
Joe was the wrong man at the wrong time.” 5 Although there is some truth 
in this statement as regards Stilwell and Chiang, it completely ignores 
Stilwelfs accomplishments in North Burma. 

Perhaps Frank McLynn put it best when he wrote, “Stilwell, a classic 
love-him-or-hate-him personality, seemed to make new enemies every 
day.” 6 One might add, even in death. However, despite his faults as a 
diplomat, Stilwell was a fine soldier who served his country well and 
wanted the U.S. to maintain a strong role in East Asia during and after 
World War II. That it has certainly done. 

Finally, what about Stilwell and his single-minded fixation on North 
Burma, even when the Japanese were threatening China itself in 1944? 
Even today, some historians of this period insist the Burma Campaign 
was a waste of men and resources: Churchill did not want it (apart from 
defending índia), Chiang did not want it, and Mountbatten did not want 
it. Some claim that Stilwell only fought it to erase the humiliation of 
having to retreat from Burma in 1942. 

With all due respect, this author disagrees. The Burma-Ledo Road from 
Burma and índia to China was the only land supply route left. How else 
was the U.S. going to supply China and keep it in the war after 1942, if 



186 


Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma 


not through índia or Burma? The alternative was the dangerous Hump 
air route over the Himalayas, which did not provide enough supplies. 
There was no sea supply route due to Japanese control of the Coastal 
areas. Although it is true that Burmals location in the war against Japan 
was not as significant as that of the Philippines, Iwo Jima or Okinawa, 
the Allied engagement and defeat of the Japanese Army in Burma was 
significant for many reasons. It saved índia from invasion, opened up a 
land route to China, destroyed some of the finest divisions in the Japanese 
Army, and enabled the British to reconquer Burma in 1945. 

The authors of StilwelVs Command Problems said it best: 

Therefore, with the Assam line of Communications bringing up 
supplies in a great stream, with the Hump airline at an all-time 
high in efficiency, with a pipeline delivering fuel to Myitkyina, and 
the Ledo Road soon to reach Myitkyina, the stage was set for the 
last act in China's wartime drama, in which the blockade would be 
broken. Thanks to Stilwell, his successors in 1945 would have the 
means to carry on the work he had almost single-handedly begun 
in 1942 in compliance with Marshalfs order: “Support China!” 7 

Even more than Stilwell, Mountbatten was an important figure in the 
creation of modern Southeast Asia because he knew that World War II 
had created a new Southeast Asia, one that would no longer remain part 
of the European colonial empires. His time in SEAC was also the end 
of British Asia, even though the British came back in triumph, briefly, 
in 1945. His main wartime achievement was overseeing the victorious 
British campaign in Burma. Overall, he was able to smooth the transition 
from war to peace in Southeast Asia as best he could, with greater success 
in Burma and Malaya than in Indochina and Indonésia, where the French 
and the Dutch simply refused to leave. Even Burma and Malaya were 
wracked by strife, although Mountbatten cannot be blamed for Burma’s 
slide into despotism and for the Malayan Civil War of the 1950s. After all, 
it was he who had urged a conciliatory policy in Burma. After becoming 
independent in 1948, it was taken over by a military dictatorship in 1962, 
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and it took half a century for it to begin emerging from the shadows. 
In November 2012, President Barack Obama made the first State visit of 
an American President to Burma. 

Mountbatten was also part of the larger issues that divided the United 
States and Great Britain with regards to how they viewed the region 
during and after the war. Churchill wanted to maintain the British Empire, 
while FDR did not. Although he was British, Mountbatten was more 
American in his liberal attitudes, especially in reaching out to nationalist 
groups in Southeast Asia in the aftermath of the Allied victory there. Most 
historians of the period after 1945 have concluded that Mountbatten’s 
approach of encouraging a democratic nationalism was correct, but that 
it often came too late when dealing with the French and the Dutch. 
However, other historians have argued that many Americans (and by 
inference more liberal Britons like Mountbatten), both during and after 
the war, often assumed that Asian independence movements were more 
liberal and democratic than they actually were. 8 

The period between 1944 and 1946, between Stilwelfs recall and death 
and the end of SEAC, was when World War II became the Cold War 
between the U.S. and the Soviet Union in Europe and Asia. Most of the 
American historiography on Southeast Asia after 1945 has focused on 
the U.S.’s eventual involvement in the Vietnam War and the mistakes 
that were made there from 1945 to 1975. Those mistakes began in earnest 
toward the end of the war. The official anti-colonialist policy on the 
one hand, and support for the French and Dutch on the other, during 
the early Cold War, sent a mixed message to the people of Southeast 
Asia. Washington publicly supported the concepts of anti-colonialism 
and self-determination in theory, but by 1947 growing concerns over the 
spread of communism led the Truman administration to conclude that 
“all Stalinists in colonial areas are nationalists.” 9 

Mountbatten certainly had his faults, and modesty was never one of 
his virtues, but he was a charismatic leader who understood which way 
the winds of change were blowing, both during and after the war. He also 
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understood the value of showmanship. One of his great achievements 
was to rally British and Commonwealth troops in Burma, which Stilwell 
did not do for either his Chinese or American troops, because he thought 
pep rallies for the troops did not really matter. 10 Max Hastings wrote, 
“Almost every man who saw Mountbatten descend from a plane to visit 
them, in dazzling naval whites or jungle greens, was cheered by the 
experience.” 11 Also, unlike Stilwell, who opened himself up, perhaps too 
much so, in his diary, Mountbatten was very circumspect in his diary and 
in the official report he wrote after the war. It was as if he were writing 
for posterity. Finally, Stilwell never had a chance to rewrite history in the 
way Mountbatten attempted to do for the rest of his long life. Stilwell, 
even more than Mountbatten, died before his time was up. 

Because Burma became independent in 1948 and the British Empire in 
Southeast Asia ended in the 1950s and 1960s, the British gradually forgot 
about the war in Burma, where they had fought to regain what they had 
lost in 1942. Perhaps it was easy to forget because, for the British, even 
victory could not conceal what Bayly and Harper called “this sudden and 
dramatic humiliation of an old and complacent supremacy—the British 
Empire in Asia.” 12 As Jackson wrote, “By 1945 Britain’s capacity to sustain 
a global imperial role had been greatly diminished. War imperialism 
worked for the moment but worked against the longer retention of 
Empire.” 13 In The World at War, Laurence Olivier described the British 
victory and return to Southeast Asia in 1945 as “an empty victory.” 14 
Had Britain’s Eastern Empire not ended as suddenly as it did, British 
and Burmese students today, in both London and Rangoon (Yangon), 
might be studying Slinfs victory over the Japanese on the Mandalay 
Plain, where he planned and executed a classic double-envelopment of 
an entire Japanese army. 

In the novel The Division ofthe Spoils, the last part of The Raj Quartet 
by the late British novelist Paul Scott, who served in the British Indian 
Army during the war, British Army Intelligence Sergeant Guy Perron 
describes the final phase of the British Empire in índia, and some of the 
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old prewar British attitudes about it, at the end of the war in 1945: “Can’t 
the fool [British Major, later Lt. Col. Ronald Merrick, the nasty, racist, 
and social climbing protagonist] see that nobody in the [civil and military 
British ruling] class he aspires to belong has ever cared a damn about the 
empire and that all that God-the-Father-God-the-ra/was a lot of insular 
middle-and lower-middle-class * * *.” 15 (Before 1947, all British residents 
in índia from the Viceroy on down were called the Rajiv .) Although this 
passage refers to índia before independence and partition in 1947 (it 
was an independent nation in all but name by 1945), it also reflects the 
ending of the British Empire in South Asia and Southeast Asia in the 
decade after World War II. 

Perhaps Wedemeyer, who was both StilwelPs nemesis and his 
successor, best summed up the Stilwell-Mountbatten wartime relation- 
ship when he wrote the foliowing in his memoirs: 

The British had been unco-operative, stuffy, and seemingly 
resentful of the American Commander who was striving to get 
on with the fighting. . . Stilwelfs unfortunate experience in that 
complex area was not all of his own making. I think Mountbatten 
realized this and was sincere, although unsuccessful, in his effort 
to create mutual trust and friendly cooperation. However, he was 
by training, experience, and background the exact antithesis of 
Vinegar Joe, a typical old-fashioned Indian fighter, reveling in the 
rugged life of a field soldier. 16 

Stilwell was a soldier, not a diplomat, while Mountbatten was a courtier 
and a diplomat, as well as a naval officer. They were different kinds 
of men pursuing different and often contradictory national policies. 
Whatever their differences, both Stilwell and Mountbatten helped to win 
the war for the Allies in Southeast Asia. Perhaps that is their best legacy. 




Epilogue 


London, October, 1946 

On October 9, 1946, Mountbatten addressed the Royal United Services 
Institution in London, making his first overall statement on his role in 
SEAC. Field-Marshal Alanbrooke was the chairman of the meeting. In 
his remarks Mountbatten paid tribute to Stilwell, saying in part: 

The American Commanding General in China, Burma and índia 
was that great character Lieut.-General Joseph W. Stilwell, popu- 
larly known as “Vinegar Joe.” In addition to commanding the 
American land and air forces in China, Burma and índia, he was the 
Chief of Staff to the Supreme Commander of the China Theatre, 
Generalissimo Chiang-Kai-Shek. He was now to receive a third 
appointment as Deputy Supreme Allied Commander, South-East 
Asia. I wondered how he would solve the problem of filling three 
such high levei posts, but he did so in his usual unexpected manner 
by filling none of them himself. He appointed deputies and asked 
to be allowed to do a fourth job which was much neared his 
heart, namely, to command the Northern Combat Area in Burma. 
I should like to pay tribute to him as a Corps Commander and, 
later, as the equivalent of an Army Commander in the field. 1 


Stilwell died three days later. 




Appendix A 


STILWELL AND THE SlEGE OF MyITKYINA: 

A Historiographical Debate 


For more than seventy years, there has been a historiographical 
debate over StilwelFs strategy during the siege of Myitkyina in the 
Burma Campaign. According to Tuchman, Stilwell wanted the honor 
of capturing Myitkyina to go to the Chinese before the monsoon, and 
errors in decision-making made the situation worse for three months. 1 
Other historians, including Romanus, Sunderland, and Nathan Prefer, 
said it was national pride that made Stilwell reject the 36 th Division 
in the campaign to take Myitkyina during the spring and summer of 
1944.“ However, these views are disputedby British historian and Stilwell 
biographer David Rooney: 

It was StilwelFs paranoia about Myitkyina that coloured the deci- 
sion. It was not national pride but his own pride and Anglophobia 
which dictated it. He was not going to see his great prize captured 
by any Limey unit. This disgraceful decision led to eleven weeks 
of vicious fighting and countless deaths. 3 

British historian Frank McLynn concurs, writing that “Worst of all, 
Stilwell was offered the fresh troops of the British 36 th Division, but 
pigheadedly turned down the offer, as he did not want to be beholden to 
the Limeys; Myitkyina, in his view, had to be an all-American operation.” 4 
British historian Louis Allen, himself a veteran of the Burma Campaign, 
wrote that “The British 36 th Division (Festing) was ready to fly in— 
as it later did, to take the Railway Corridor— and could have been put 
into Myitkyina airfield at short notice. The men were fit and ready for 
battle . . . [but] it was unthinkable for Stilwell to call on the British to 
pick his chestnuts out of the tire.” 5 
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According to a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Historical Review 
comment in 1993: “At this time Stilwell could probably have got the 36 th 
British division to take Myitkyina, but having, in his own words, ‘burned 
up the Limeys’ by his coup in seizing the airfield, he insisted on keeping 
it an American-Chinese show.” 6 

However, other accounts call into question whether Stilwell rejected 
the 36 th Division out of hand or whether it simply was not ready. U.S. 
Army Colonel (later General) Ernest F. Easterbrook (1908-1989), StilwelFs 
executive assistant (and also his son-in-law), who was at Myitkyina, 
wrote in his diary entry for May 23, 1944, “Plan for 36 th to come in about 
July.” 7 On June 9, 1944, at a staff conference in Assam, plans were made 
for the 36 th Division to be sent by road and rail to Ledo and then to 
Myitkyina. According to the conference minutes, “It was agreed that 36 
Ind Div could not be supplied by air until aircraft could be released from 
IMPHAL operations.” 8 The next day, June 10, 1944, Stilwell wrote in his 
diary “Arranged with Festing for 36 th [Division]. 9 In fact, Mountbatten 
ordered the 36 th Division to Myitkyina after it had rested and refitted, 
and it arrived at Mogaung, Southwest of Myitkyina, on July 7, 1944, to 
relieve the Chindits. This suggested that the division was not ready to 
jump into the Myitkyina fight on short notice. 10 

When it finally arrived, U.S. Army Major Fred Eldridge, who was 
StilwelFs public relations officer, wrote that “The Boss [Stilwell] was 
very pleased with both the division and Major General Francis Wogan 
Festing.” 11 According to Festing’s biographer, British historian Lyall 
Wilkes, [“T]he Division represented an international team effort skillfully 
held together by Festing. Not only was he directly under the command 
of General Stilweh, but his air supplies and his tactical air support was 
solely in the hands of the USA 10 th Air Force.” 12 

General StilwelFs grandson, John Easterbrook, recounts the following 
tale of when Stilwell finally met Festing: 

David Quaid [a U.S. Army combat photographer] was on his way 
to JWS’ [StilwelFs] headquarters at Shaduzup when COL Cannon 
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gave him a ride in a jeep. David ended up in the back with Brigadier 
Francis Festing, commanding the British 36 th Division. Festing 
was 6’4” or thereabouts, so it was cozy in the jeep. When they 
arrived at Shaduzup David saw Festing approach JWS who was 
very intent while doing some paperwork. Festing drew himself up 
to his full height, snapped to attention, complete with stomping of 
a foot and almost knocking himself out with a salute to his right 
temple. Then, in a loud voice: “Brigadier Festing, 36 th Division! 
At your Service. Suh! What are your orders, Suh?” JWS looked up 
at him and simply said “Take Taungni.” 13 

Festing’s biographer wrote that “[T]he Chindits would remain in the 
area only until 36 th Division, refitting at Shillong in Assam, would arrive 
in the area and be placed under StilwelFs command when the over- 
exhausted Chindits would be flown out.” 14 

All of this suggests that Stilwell may have decided to use the 36 th 
Division after all, perhaps when he realized he was in for a long siege, 
or that the division could not have been airlifted into Myitkyina any 
sooner. It is important to remember that the siege of Myitkyina was 
taking place at almost the same time as the British were fighting for 
their lives at Kohima and Imphal and were stretched thin in supplying 
StilwelFs forces. There were only so many aircraft available to fly in the 
36 th Division—thousands of men— and Slim desperately needed aircraft 
to resupply his men at Kohima and Imphal. 

In any event, the sources noted above—either primary source records 
from the time or the recollections of field officers who were actually there 
—are entitled to as much if not more weight than the opinions of historians 
long after the fact. Those sources call into question McLymfs, Rooney’s, 
and Allen’s claim that the sole reason Stilwell did not use the 36 th Division 
at the beginning of the siege was due to his Anglophobia. However, 
regardless of why it happened, according to McLynn, “the failure to take 
Myitkyina town after the walkover victory at the airfield turned into 
one of StilwelFs greatest humiliations ... Fighting in the monsoon with 
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demoralised troops against a determined and well-entrenched enemy, 
Stilwell had to endure weeks of mental turmoil.” 15 

Ziegler wrote in the same vein: “The feat was a remarkable one, though 
made less useful by his [StilwelFs] failure to complete the job by taking 
the town.” 16 Slim wrote that “The long-drawn-out siege of Myitkyina 
was a great disappointment to Stilwell, and it was at this period that he 
really lived up to his nickname, Vinegar Joe.” 17 

Perhaps we should give Slim the last word on this, because he, better 
than most, understood the demands of being a field soldier and a field 
commander. He wrote that: 

Actually it would have been wiser to take the whole of the Chindits 
out then; they had shot their bolt. So, too, for that matter had the 
Marauders, who a little later packed in completely. Both forces, 
Chindits and Marauders, had been subjected to intense strain, both 
had unwisely been promised that their ordeal would be short, and 
both were asked to do more than was possible. 18 
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Joseph W. Stilwell, “The British” (1935), Stilwell 
Papers, Hoover Institution, Stanford University 

“The British” 


The British are smugly complacent about their own superiority. They 
have such “healthy” interests— like riding horses. All other people’s 
interests are stupid or “unhealthy” or queer. (If they are different, they 
MUST be queer.) They make such a noise about it too. “Just imagine - 
he doesnT dress for dinner. Why a Britisher* dresses for dinner even 
in Uganda.” It’s supposed to maintain the prestige of the Superior Man 
and shows his superiority concretely. They can’t realize that it makes an 
impression only on the shallowest of minds and that anyone with any 
brains at all can see through them. The Britisher carft be himself—he 
must be, or rather appear to be, one of the Clives or Rhodes who helped 
build that grandest work of man, the British Empire. Granted that they 
have integrity, are more or less incorruptible and coldly business-like 
for Jolly Old England, they spoil it all for anyone else by making such a 
blare about it. They have a monopoly on all the virtues and they carry 
this criticai attitude into the smallest details of life. Imagine so and so 
not having a tubbing in the morning! O, you don’t ride? My God, what 
a bounder! Swimming? Handball? What excruciatingly stupid things to 
do. What, no tea? Imagine not serving tea! Why all Britishers do it. 

If you wonder why Americans are not hot for the grand old British 
Empire, you should listen to anyone of a thousand British lecturers who 
make tours through the U.S., taking our money, and in return make the 
most biting and acid criticism of everything American. Money-lovers, 
provinciais, unpolished, crude, uneducated, lawless, Different from the 
British. Enough to damn anyone. And most of them are so stupid that 
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they believe they get away with it,—that they thus stamp their superiority 
on us all. They can’t realize that they are meeting with true politeness,— 
he and his opinions are really of so little consequence to the average 
American that they listen merely out of curiosity and pay no more 
attention than to perhaps a joke of it on the [golf] links. 

If Great Britain had sense enough to send around a few people who 
were modest, had a sense of humor, and could see just a little good in 
someone else, what a hit she would make in the United States. And what 
a lot of concrete good it would do her. 

* In the 1930s and 1940s, the term Britisher was used for both British 
natives or any British subjects. Today it is mainly used in índia, where 
it become popular during the British Raj period. 
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Figure 11. Chart of South-East Asia Command Structure 


Appendix C 

South-East Asia Command Structure, 1943-1944 
(Key Figures are highiighted) 


COMBINED CHIEFS OF STAFF 


BRITISH CHIEFS OF STAFF AMERICAN CHIEFS OF STAFF 

SACSEA (Supreme AIlied Commander South-East Asia) 
(Mountbatten) 


DEPUTY SACSEA-COMMANDING GENERAL-CHIEF OF STAFF TO 

(Stilwcll) CBITHEATER CHIANG KAI-SHEK 

(Stilwcll) (Stilwcll) 


CHIEF OF STAFF 
DEPUTY CHIEF OF STAFF 
(Wedemeyer) 

CINC EASTERN FLEET--CINC ALLIED LAND FORCES-ALLIED AIR CINC 

(Giffard) 

CINC EAST INDIES FLEET 

GENERAI. OFFICER COMMANDING 
14TH ARMY 


(Slim) 







A Note on the Sources 


There have been fewer books on the Burma Campaign than on the other 
more famous theaters in World War II such as the European and Pacific, 
but the amount that has been written is still voluminous. Fortunately, 
both historians and general readers have the benefit of StilwelFs and 
Mountbatten’s own diaries, The Stilwell Papers (1948), edited by the late 
American journalist Theodore White, and The Personal Diary of Admirai 
the Lord Louis Mountbatten, 1943-1946 (1988), edited by Mountbatten’s 
official biographer, the British historian Philip Ziegler. These are the places 
to start for an understanding of the Stilwell-Mountbatten relationship. 
However, while StilwelFs diary entries suffer from being too acerbic, 
Mountbatten’s are often rather bland, and give the impression they were 
written very much with an eye for the future. Both diaries refer only 
briefly to or omit entirely descriptions of key events. 

The best complete biographies of Stilwell and Mountbatten, respec- 
tively, are Stilwell and the American Experience in China, 1911-1945 (1970) 
by Barbara Tuchman, and Mountbatten (1985) by Philip Ziegler. Tuchman 
in particular was very pro-Stilwell and reflected his criticai attitude 
toward Chiang. Recent scholarship has taken a more nuanced view of 
their relationship and of Chiang himself. However, in fairness to her, she 
wrote during the Vietnam War, before the full horror of Mao’s Cultural 
Revolution became widely known in the West. Tuchman is kinder to 
Mountbatten than Ziegler is to Stilwell, who wrote that he “despised 
every race except his own” (Ziegler, 243), which, given StilwelFs repeated 
and documented praise of Chinese soldiers, is untrue. 

Stilwell’s Command Problems (1956) by Charles F. Romanus and Riley 
Sunderland, the second volume in an official U.S. Army three-volume 
series on StilwelFs mission to China and on the U.S. Army in CBI, is a 
solid account. StilwelTs Personal File (1976), by the same authors, is a 
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collection of StilwelFs wartime papers in five volumes. The American 
historian Nathan Prefer contributed to the discussion with Vinegar Joe's 
War: StilwelFs Campaigns for Burma (2000). Donovan Webster’s The 
Burma Road (2003) is a highly readable account by a journalist who 
actually went there to see for himself what it was like. More recently the 
British historian David Rooney wrote a short book with the provocative 
title Stilwell the Patriot: Vinegar Joe, the Brits and Chiang Kai-Shek (2005), 
which gives a generally favorable portrayal. 

Most of the literature about Stilwell discusses his complex and antag- 
onistic relationship with Chiang. These include the following: Way of 
a Fighter: The Memoirs ofClaire Lee Chennault (1949); General Stillwell 
in China, 1942-1944: The Full Story (1972), by Chin-tung Liang; and The 
Generalíssimo: Chiang Kai-shek and the Struggle for Modern China (2009), 
by Jay Taylor. These books are highly criticai of Stilwell and favorable 
towards Chiang. Also very criticai are The Wars for Asia, 1911-1949(2012) 
by S.C.M. Paine and Chiang Kai-shek: China’s Generalíssimo and the 
Nation Fie Lost (2003) by Jonathan Fenby. Paine is the more highly crit¬ 
icai—her Stilwell is the exact opposite of Tuchman’s heroic figure—while 
Fenby’s critique seems more in sorrow than in anger: in his view, Stilwell, 
whatever his other virtues, was simply the wrong man for the job. 

A notable exception to the barrage of criticism is John Paton Davies’s 
Dragon by the Tail: American, British, Japanese, and Russian Encounters 
with China and One Another (1972), a memoir by Stilwelfs chief political 
advisor, who was there at the time and was able to observe what was 
actually happening. 

Mountbatten lived much longer than did Stilwell, so he was able 
to give a full account of his stewardship in SEAC, starting with his 
address to the Royal United Services Institution on October 9, 1946, 
published the following month as “The Strategy of the South-East Asia 
Campaign” (Journal of the Royal United Services Institution, November 
1946). His Report to the Combined Chiefs ofStaffby the Supreme Allied 
Commander, South-East Asia (1951) is a detailed account of the campaign. 
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In 1968 Mountbatten, always the consummate showman, did a television 
series about his life and career, which was entitled (not surprisingly) 
The Life and Times ofLord Mountbatten, and which was adapted into 
a book in 1970. 

Richard Hough’s Mountbatten: A Biography (1981) is a solid, readable 
account of Mountbatten’s life, but gives only a cursory treatment of his 
wartime relationship with Stilwell, implying that they were closer than 
they actually were. The most recent treatment, Mountbatten: Apprentice 
War Lord (2010) by Adrian Smith, recounts Mountbatten’s life up to his 
appointment as Supreme Allied Commander Southeast Asia and provides 
valuable insights into his character. Also of great value is the late Sir 
Ian McGeoch’s biography of Mountbatten, entitled The Princely Sailor: 
Mountbatten ofBurma (1996). Like Mountbatten himself, McGeoch was 
a serving officer in the Royal Navy who rose to the rank of admirai. 
(Surprisingly, among all these fine works, there is no published partial 
biography of Mountbatten that is devoted exclusively to his role as 
Supreme Allied Commander.) 

Defeat into Victory (1956) by Slim is one of the great military memoirs 
and a good introduction to the Burma Campaign. Allies of a Kind: The 
United States, Britain and the War against Japan, 1941-1945 (1978) by 
Christopher Thorne, is an excellent discussion of the wartime Anglo- 
American relationship in East Asia and Southeast Asia. Burma: The 
Longest War, 1941-45 (1984) by Louis Allen, is an overall look at the 
Burma Campaign from the British and Japanese perspectives. More 
recently, Forgotten Armies: The Fali of British Asia, 1941-1945 (2005), by 
Christopher Bayly and Tim Harper, looks at the Burma Campaign in the 
larger context of the end of British Asia. The most recent major work is 
The Burma Campaign: Disaster into Triumph, 1942-1945 (2011), by Frank 
McLynn, which focuses on the foursome of Slim, Mountbatten, Stilwell, 
and Wingate. That book is the closest there is to a dual biography of 
Stilwell and Mountbatten. 
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Two excellent summaries of the relevant literature were done by 
Eugene L. Rasor, an American historian and bibliographer, in 1998: The 
China-Burma-India Campaign, 1931-1945: Historiography and Annotated 
Bibliography, and Earl Mountbatten of Burma, 1900-1979: Historiography 
and Annotated Bibliography. 

Finally, the two main archival sources are the Stilwell Papers, Hoover 
Institution, Stanford University, and the Mountbatten Papers, Special 
Collections, Hartley Library, University of Southampton, UK. Although 
the Stilwell Papers have not been digitized, an excellent finding aid has 
been digitized and it is available online for general public access. Stilwelfs 
complete diaries are also available online. The Mountbatten Papers have 
been digitized and are available online upon registration with the Special 
Collections, Hartley Library. 
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